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are stage-managed – a form of spectacularisation 
engineered specially for the media and for the audi-
ence he wants to win over and impress.3  The Trump 
Tower lift activates the space of Trump’s dramality.4 
It is an object of dramatic tension through which his 
performance is stage-managed.

Trump has a long history of working with mass 
media. Already in the late 1970s, while the Trump 
Tower was still on the drawing-board, his ambition 
was to erect, in his words, ‘the first super-luxury 
high-rise property in New York to include high-end 
retail shops, office space and residential condo-
miniums’.5 Pitching his future real estate project to 
the press and on TV, he expatiated on the glamour 
the tower would give the city, as well as on the 
economic benefits that would accrue – though the 
latter were soon put in doubt by architecture critics 
and journalists.6 As Trump was announcing his 
determination to erect the tallest skyscraper in New 
York to match the Twin Towers of the World Trade 
Center lower down on the same skyline, an article 
by Chicago Tribune critic Paul Gapp voiced misgiv-
ings as to the relevance of such a project – besides, 
that is, massaging its client’s ego. An outraged 
Trump promptly sued the journalist, claiming that 
such slander might have a negative economic 
impact on sales in the future building. In October 
1984, after the skyscraper had been delivered, an 
article by New York Times architecture critic Paul 
Goldberger pointed out that such proceedings were 
absurd, since no architecture critic in the world could 
single-handedly talk down the real estate market by 
criticising a building.7 Goldberger went on to argue 

Two months after Donald Trump announced his bid 
for the presidency on 8 August 2015, the journalist 
Jonathan Capehart in a conversation with Trump 
employee Omarosa Manigault, drew a link between 
The Apprentice (NBC, 2004–2014) and the candi-
date’s political debates: Manigault compared the 
audience of twenty million watching Trump on 
TV arguing about politics to the eighteen million 
viewers of the first few seasons of The Apprentice.1  
She argued that the reality show was not just enter-
tainment, it was reality, and that Americans were as 
fascinated with Trump during the debates as they 
had been with The Apprentice. In her eyes, people 
believe in Trump because he looks ‘authentic’ and 
because he seems to herald a ‘new reality’. [Fig.1] 

I would argue that this new reality, ‘emerging 
ready-armed from Trump’s brain, is the result of a 
carefully calculated strategy that he put in practice 
in the light of his long experience with the media’.2 
If television, and specifically reality shows reality 
shows did much to create Trump’s image, the 
corollary has been that his communication strategy 
owes much to how this functions in terms of media 
and scenography. His imperial descent in the main 
escalator to the lobby of Trump Tower typify the 
construction of a theatrical effect. There he spatia-
lises and dramatises his presence in a setting that 
he believes best radiates power. Whether to the 
sound of blaring music when greeting candidates 
in The Apprentice before announcing their next 
mission, or to applause and yelps, as was the case 
on 16 June 2015, when he announced his candi-
dacy for the 2016 presidency, these slow entrances 
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the campaign. The organisation ‘We Built the Wall’ 
attracted far more supporters than expected and 
they were ready to pour money into the project. 
Polls showed that a majority of Americans wanted 
the wall completed to slow immigration and bolster 
American values. Trump’s Border Wall was born 
out of this promise. Its popularity might almost hide 
the fact that the wall belongs to a type of nation-
alist architecture intended to preserve, maintain and 
impose law and order. By regularly highlighting the 
progress of the Wall’s construction in the media and 
talking up its legitimacy on social networks, Trump 
turned a radical idea into a popular symbol.

Following his election, Trump would often refer 
to himself as the ‘builder president’. Transforming 
the wall into a landmark construction therefore 
presented him with an opportunity to showcase 
not only his leadership, but also the skills he had 
acquired in construction and architecture, and 
thus legitimise his architectural policy. In a speech 
during the presidential campaign in Iowa on 25 
August 2015, he declared that, for an experienced 
contractor like himself, such a venture would be 
‘easy’: ‘Very easy. I am a builder. It’s easy. I have 
built buildings that exist. Can I tell you what is more 
complicated? The most complicated thing is to build 
a 95-floor building. OK?’9 Since 2014, Trump has 
frequently posted propaganda slogans about the 
wall on his Twitter account, such as ‘Secure the 
border! Build a wall’!10 During his tenure, however, 
Trump’s supposedly unifying symbol was soon seen 
as synonymous with anti-democracy. The wall was 
certainly instrumental in foregrounding his political 
agenda and ideology. Although Trump addresses 
the world with an approachable vocabulary, and 
with uncomplicated ideas that make him popular, 
this apparent simplicity is a populist media strategy.

The plan for a vast border fence physically 
separating Mexico from the United States was the 
brainchild of George H. W. Bush in 1990. It was 
taken up by Bill Clinton in 1993, who had fourteen 
miles (22.5 km) of wall erected, thereby reducing 
the number of people detained by the border patrol. 

that Trump’s suit was simply a ruse to get tongues 
wagging about him and his tower. The critic seemed 
well aware of how Trump was already toying with 
the media to his advantage. 

A few years down the line, the media had 
become the single most important platform for 
Trump’s self-presentation. Since his election 
campaign, many media outlets have presented the 
former US President as a populist figure – that is, as 
someone who understands the interests of working 
people and challenges the structures of govern-
ment. If dramality remains a constant in Trump’s 
communications agenda, it became particularly 
apparent in the architecture policy he conducted 
during his mandate. At least two strategies put into 
action on the architecture front have roots in dram-
ality: 1) the visibilisation of Trump’s agenda in the 
form of one of the most ambitious ever construc-
tion projects in the United States on its border with 
Mexico; 2) the transgression of long-held (historical, 
legal, aesthetic, and so on) precepts and the institu-
tional enshrining of new rules in architecture design 
and representation. Succeeding in making Trump 
popular with a certain demographic and publicising 
his ideology, it can be shown that his architectural 
policy ultimately stems from his populist stance.

Making visible: the Wall as ideology
Trump built his first presidential campaign on 
the reiteration and consolidation of the values of 
the United States in keeping with his rallying-cry, 
‘America first’, and on the revalorisation of its 
economy and global reach with ‘Make America 
great again’. His aim was to recover American 
wealth relocated abroad and put globalisation into 
reverse. To preserve the American way of life and 
keep its riches within its borders, he criticised recent 
capitalism as being undermined by a neoliberal elite 
that promotes relocation and outsourcing. Thus, a 
key point in Trump’s programme was to strengthen 
the border with Mexico so as to protect blue-collar 
jobs and lower the crime rate.8 Against the odds, 
Trump’s wall proved highly popular during and after 
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Fig. 1: “You’re Fired” banner on the New York Trump Tower. Photo: BBC News, 12 July 2017.
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reasons back to America, just as it will not prevent 
foreigners from entering and working there. Coupled 
with the ICE Border Police, Trump’s Border Wall is 
now seen as a racist statement designed to curtail 
individual freedoms.14 Washington Post journalist 
Henry Olsen reminds us that populist politics means 
taking working people into account in political deci-
sions in an effort not to penalise them with respect 
to the wealthiest: ‘the people vs. the powerful’.15 
But populism can hardly be said to be an open 
policy free of political and ideological posturing 
that could heal class and gender divisions. While 
Trump’s wall clearly articulates a discriminatory, 
racist and nationalistic policy, the question remains 
which ‘American people’ the system benefits. Müller 
reminds us that if populist leaders seek to represent 
the ‘real’ people, the question of who those people 
might be is left begging: if they seem certainly not to 
correspond to the elites, neither are they the (silent) 
majority. Norberto Bobbio’s Dictionary of Politics 
defines populism as ‘a political doctrine whose 
chief source of inspiration is the people, considered 
as a homogeneous social aggregate and as the 
exclusive repository of positive, unambiguous and 
unchanging values’.16 In politics, however, dealing 
in populist discourse does not systematically lead to 
the application of a policy in favour of ‘the people’ in 
all their diversity. 

Maxime Boidy argues that ‘what we mean by 
“populism” as applied to knowledge and ideas 
possesses negative connotations because of how 
the notion is dealt with in the mainstream political 
and media practices’, so that ‘such uses denigrate 
discourses and strategies seen as looking for the 
levers of their success in the baser instincts of the 
people’.17 This definition is close to that offered by 
Ernesto Laclau, who views populism as a commu-
nicative strategy, a ‘cultural hegemony’.18 All the 
propaganda around the wall, fuelled by Trump 
himself on social networks, does indicate a populist 
strategy made visible by one of the most liberticidal 
examples of architecture in US history. Populism 
also carries with it a demagogic stance catering 

In 2006, after Congress had approved the Secure 
Fence Act, Bush set up an additional seven hundred 
kilometres. Construction of its various sections 
continued until 2011 during the mandate of Barack 
Obama. In all, more than a thousand kilometres of 
hard border were built, running from California to 
the gates of Texas. Undertaken by several admin-
istrations, its form is far from unified: fencing in 
some places, in others concrete blocks, logs of 
wood, barbed wire, and so on. If the crossing of 
cars has been partially halted, individuals can  still 
get through without too much difficulty, in particular 
across the Texas border beyond the Rio Grande.

The Trump administration applied for the extrav-
agant sum of $5.3 billion to reinforce those portions 
of the existing wall or barrier too fragile or dilapi-
dated to fulfil their function properly. The ultimate 
goal was to build a wall about three thousand kilo-
metres long running the entire length of the border 
currently open. Like many other projects involving 
the construction of walls, this type of architecture 
curtails liberties and serves as a social partition 
between Mexico and the United States. If the wall 
– a fundamental construction element, together 
with the structure, roof, foundations and openings 
(windows and doors) – seems a banal architectural 
object, according to the architect and philosopher 
Richard Scoffier, it also cordons off functions as ‘an 
instinctive marking of space’ and forms part of an 
architectural interpretation of spatial limits, acting 
as a beacon of political and ideological tension.11 
This is precisely what makes Trump’s Border Wall 
the visible manifestation of the former president’s 
populist strategy. 

According to Jan-Werner Müller, political popu-
lism fosters a way of thinking that rejects a plurality 
of political positions and curbs democratic debate.12 
The wall exemplifies an authority that has no truck 
with discussing other, more imaginative solutions 
for regulating immigration, while its physical and 
symbolic monumentality suppresses the democratic 
border.13  The project will not bring US companies 
that have relocated to Mexico or China for economic 
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White House (1792–1800), its text illustrates the 
function of architecture as Trump sees it. According 
to an article in the periodical Architectural Record 
– which first made the proposed executive order 
public by posting it online on 4 February 2020 – and 
was originally spearheaded by the National Civic 
Art Society (NCAS), Trump had been pondering the 
text for a year before signing it.24 Its objective was 
to reform and amend a previous executive order 
entitled ‘Guiding Principles for Federal Architecture’ 
penned by Daniel Patrick Moynihan and issued by 
President John Fitzgerald Kennedy in 1962. The 
earlier edict had declared that the design of Federal 
buildings ought to take into account contemporary 
stylistic developments and not seek to enshrine an 
official national style.

Trump’s new decree, on the contrary, was 
intended to urge future architects entering compe-
titions and designing buildings to draw their 
inspiration almost exclusively from the classical 
idiom.25 The aim of this instrumental use of history 
was to impose the idea that the most ‘beautiful’ 
buildings in the United States are in the neoclas-
sical style and the ‘ugliest’ (including the Seagram 
Building, the J. Edgar Hoover Building for the FBI, 
the Hubert H. Humphrey Building) in a modernist 
or contemporary idiom. The text thus addresses 
head-on the aesthetic issue of the beautiful and 
the ugly in architecture – an ambivalent question 
that no architectural theory has ever been able to 
resolve.26 Moreover, it was based on a public survey 
conducted by the American Institute of Architects in 
2007, which ranked Americans’ 150 favourite build-
ings.27 The poll was, however, rather too good to 
be true since it either simply omitted contemporary 
buildings or gave them a low score.

The text ratifying the order, issued on 21 
December and entitled ‘Executive Order on 
Promoting Beautiful Federal Civic Architecture’ (it 
remained on the White House website until it was 
rescinded by the new president, Joe Biden) refers 
to the architectural preferences of earlier presi-
dents. For federal monuments such as the Capitol, 

for a predominantly White Anglo-Saxon Protestant 
population, which feeds into a noxious nationalism 
and fosters mistrust of government: the wall sanc-
tions this rabble-rousing at once physically and 
symbolically. It is, however, not the only evidence 
that Trump’s architectural policies serve a populist 
strategy.

Institutionalisation: transgression as an archi-
tectural policy
What does Trump actually know about architec-
ture? First, he lacks all consideration for the artistic 
and historical value of the buildings of the past, 
showing no hesitation to demolish them if he wants 
the site they occupy. While clearing the ground for 
the construction of Trump Tower on 5th Avenue in 
1980, he ordered the demolition of the Bonwit Teller 
Building (1827–1980), an Art Deco jewel on the 
site.19 The facades of the historic edifice were clad 
in splendid bas-reliefs by René Chambellan and 
presented an entrance grille designed by Otto J. 
Teegan. In 1979, at the request of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, whose experts had stressed their 
historical importance, Trump promised that these 
valuable features would be preserved.20 In the end 
though, both the reliefs and the entrance grille fell 
foul of the wrecking-ball.21 Set on redrawing the face 
of New York with his tower, Trump simply refused 
to extend the construction deadline to make time to 
recover elements that he believed devoid of artistic 
and historical value.22 

During his period in office, Trump was finally 
able to officially proclaim the ethical stance of his 
architectural policy. On 18 December 2020, while 
still President and alleging that ‘modern architec-
ture has been, overall, a failure’, Trump signed an 
executive order entitled ‘Make Federal Buildings 
Beautiful Again’, which stipulates that, henceforth, 
federal buildings are to be neoclassical in style. In 
some respects, this diktat amounted to an attempt 
to turn the tide of history.23 Harking back to build-
ings designed by the founding fathers of the United 
States, such as the Capitol (1793–1812) and the 
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copper, will boast colonnades, panoramic floor-to-
ceiling windows and fanlights. Directly echoing the 
aesthetics of the White House, the declared inten-
tion of the park service was that the future building 
fit seamlessly into the surroundings. Inaugurated 
a few days before the president signed his exec-
utive order, the tennis pavilion’s architecture is 
decidedly neoclassical given its proximity to the 
most emblematic federal building in the United 
States. Once completed, the project can be seen 
as a blatant example of the premature if effective 
implementation of the executive order. In this way, 
the pavilion institutionalised Trump’s architectural 
policy, ensuring that it would remain visible even if 
the order is rescinded – as indeed it was. 

This was not, however, the first time since his 
election that the former president had flouted the 
rules of decorum and subverted symbolic or demo-
cratic spaces. With the show of weaponry, tanks, 
fighter jets and Air Force One held at the Lincoln 
Memorial above National Mall Park in Washington 
DC on 4 July 2019, Trump scripted and spatialised 
the clash between the narrative of freedom and new 
images of propaganda (might and power). [Fig. 2] 
The parade seemed designed to resemble the 
Bastille Day march-past in France. In the United 
States, however, the Fourth of July is not a mili-
tary pageant, the signing on that day in 1776 of the 
United States Declaration of Independence from 
Britain generally being commemorated in a peace-
able manner with speeches, concerts, and cultural 
and community events. Trump was promptly 
accused by members of Congress, the press, and 
several media personalities of hijacking the national 
Fourth of July celebrations.31 Breaking with tradi-
tion, the parade was widely seen as a strategy for 
showcasing the power of his administration and US 
military might. By choosing to make his speech at 
the bottom of the Lincoln Memorial steps, Trump 
was not selflessly celebrating the history associated 
with the monument or defending individual free-
doms, as Martin Luther King Jr. had done in 1963 in 
his ‘I Have a Dream’ speech; he was indulging in an 

the pioneering eighteenth and nineteenth-century 
leaders commissioned architects to design buildings 
whose forms took their cue from the classical archi-
tecture of Greek, Roman antiquity. This idiom was 
informed by the spirit of the Enlightenment, which, 
heir to the intellectual ferment of the Renaissance 
and Humanism, saw the architecture of Antiquity as 
the summit of formal beauty and harmony. It is hard 
to see how such a style could be promoted today, 
however. Judging by his own projects, Trump sees 
architecture simply as a concrete manifestation of 
the power of the United States – or of his own power 
in the public arena (the notion of the landmark).28 
It can therefore hardly come as a surprise that the 
authoritarian language of his decree condemns 
recourse to any other style. By diverting attention 
to a question of aesthetics, the order runs rough-
shod over history and transgresses the rules of 
democracy by threatening to diminish freedom 
of expression in civic architecture nationwide, as 
well as ignoring centuries of oppression of certain 
peoples in the process. Though the classicism 
of official US government buildings in the nine-
teenth century paid tribute to the inaugural genius 
of ancient architecture, the vision championed by 
Trump and the NCAS through this executive order 
is a reminder of the exclusionary nature of his popu-
list politics. 

Although Trump’s executive order is now 
defunct, efforts made to institutionalise its ideology 
did leave traces. On 5 March 2020, the White House 
tennis pavilion project, already underway at the 
time, was unveiled by the then First Lady, Melania 
Trump, via her Twitter account.29 Accompanied by 
a number of photos, the announcement declares 
that she is working with the National Park Service 
to replace an old maintenance building located 
near the tennis courts. An official document from 
the National Capital Planning Commission dated 
6 June 2019 posted online shortly after revealed 
the plans and elevations for a pavilion of clas-
sical proportions and style.30 The text proclaims 
that the building, clad in limestone and roofed in 
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Fig. 2: Donald Trump announcing his candidacy for U.S. President in the New York Trump Tower. Photo: NBC News, 16 

June 2015.
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architecture policy advocated sealing the US 
border with a wall, drafted an executive order for a 
one-size-fits-all architecture that nostalgically re-en-
acts the imperial colonialism of an era in which the 
founding fathers sought to legitimise slavery by a 
classicism financed by slavery and built by slaves, 
and promoted the construction of exorbitantly 
priced buildings.37 On the face of it, the exterior of 
Trump Tower conforms to the architectural moder-
nity of New York, displaying lines similar to those of 
the Seagram Building (Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 
1958) or the World Trade Center (Minoru Yamasaki, 
1973). The interior, though, is garishly ostentatious: 
marble and gilt, custom-made furniture, rare fabrics, 
and so on.38 Until relatively recently, the doors were 
opened by doormen dressed as footmen. The overall 
atmosphere hovers somewhere between faux 
Italian Renaissance and a set for an early episode 
of the American soap opera Dynasty (1981–89).39 
One thing is sure: it is a style in blatant contradiction 
with the anti-elitist stance Trump advocated during 
and after his presidential campaign.

Essentially, Trump’s dramality embraces two 
populist architectural strategies: the visibilisation 
of borders and the institutionalisation of ideology 
through building. His ‘wall of shame’ and his execu-
tive order herald the return of spatial nationalism in 
US history: their ideology does not seem to repre-
sent American society and Americans generally, but 
solely that sector of the population that perceives 
Trump’s character only through the prism of his 
media impact. 

As we have seen, Trump’s career was largely an 
offshoot of the reality-TV culture that emerged from 
the early 1990s media environment, at a time when 
he was regaining his business footing and flirting 
with politics. And it was this same visual culture, this 
same media-based power embodied by television, 
the press and later by social networks that made 
him an entertainment figure. The form and look of 
his buildings, the way his homes and workplaces 
are decorated, how he occupies space, how his 
every appearance is scripted, together with his 

act of symbolic violence incompatible with the myth 
of American democracy. More recently (autumn of 
2020), Trump’s staging of the Republican National 
Convention in the Rose Garden before a crowd of 
a thousand or so people infringed the Hatch Act, 
which forbids the organising of official or mediatised 
party political events on this symbolically neutral 
site (the White House is ‘the People’s house’).

Like many statesmen before him (Richard 
Nixon, Ronald Reagan, Bill Clinton, and so on), 
Trump deploys the tools of storytelling, a technique 
with a long tradition in the United States. Exploiting 
the story of political events and their mediatisation, 
he thus joins the ongoing narrative of the history of 
men and women who make politics.32 Trump – in 
an endless stream of crowd-pleasing high-jinks, 
spoofs and stagey tricks – combines this practice 
with a process of mystification that engenders pure 
illusion. Trump’s exploitation of the media spawns 
a ‘new reality’ – that of his own fiction.33 Damien 
Le Guay describes reality TV shows in the same 
terms: ‘reality TV does not seek to perceive the 
world – it represents it in its own way’.34 It makes 
no attempt to address the real; it oversimplifies it, 
stoking social violence, an atmosphere of conflict 
and cruelty that makes people doubt that they can 
ever live peacefully side by side.35 In the same vein, 
Christian Salmon declares that, if reality TV was 
once just entertainment, ‘Trump has used it as a 
tool for the conquest of power’.36 Trump has thus 
transferred the dramality of the TV screen to the 
political sphere, creating new conditions of public 
communication. Persuasion is no longer the sole 
aim; it is now accompanied by principles of subver-
sion and transgression that should be understood 
as new media phenomena, for which the old rules 
of probity no longer apply, while Trump’s bid to insti-
tutionalise his ideology has instrumentalised both 
space and architecture on numerous occasions.

Exit
As a populist, Trump presents himself as a 
moral authority who represents the People. His 
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of fictions. Perhaps even more disturbing is the insti-
tutionalisation of a vision of architecture that has 
pushed America into overt spatial nationalism – a 
common enough phenomenon in history, usually the 
work of notorious dictators. What will be the effect 
of the events discussed here on the future of archi-
tecture in the United States? Will Trump’s dramality, 
with its tub-thumping speeches and populist spaces 
and events, continue to make headway as a new 
modality of political expression? 

This article is not intended to justify the exist-
ence of a link between politicians and television, 
as this has already been made visible by different 
events, such as the Kitchen Debate (Richard Nixon 
and Nikita Kruschev) in 1959 during the American 
Exposition in Moscow, by Bill Clinton playing the 
saxophone at the Arsenio Hall Show in 1992, Ronald 
Reagan as a film and television actor, or during the 
different appearances of politicians during their 
presidential campaigns. Rather, it is about revealing 
a relationship between an unprecedented archi-
tectural staging and Trump in his political mode, 
where architecture is at the same time a material, 
structural and metaphorical component. While 
Trump is obviously not the first leader to turn poli-
tics into showbiz and to instrumentalise architecture 
for ideological purposes, he appears as the presi-
dent of the United States who has most profoundly 
muddied the distinction between fiction and reality 
in the political sphere, immersing his audience in a 
performance where space and architecture play a 
subordinate role in his shadow.

scandalous architectural reforms all bespeak an 
approach to events designed to maximise visibility, 
all the while demonstrating his instrumentalisa-
tion of architecture for propaganda and business 
purposes. Trump has acquired his immense popu-
larity today, not only by dint of television, his vast 
wealth, and his real estate ventures, but above 
all through elaborate strategies of dramatisation. 
Trump has indeed succeeded in his transition from 
television spectacle to politics.40

His actions and speeches are typical of the 
‘mytholeptic’ – of one who never tires of scripting 
his performance, stage-managing the world in order 
to take advantage of a society in crisis.41  But what 
then is the ethics behind Trump’s appropriation of 
history, space and architecture? In the words of 
Chris Younès and Thierry Paquot, ‘ethics partakes 
of our relationships to others and to the world’.42 
With a perceptual framework that involves erecting 
elitist skyscrapers, defending colonial architecture, 
using historical monuments for his own devices, 
and transforming a border fence into an architec-
tural event by reconstructing it as a hermetically 
sealed wall, Trump has indelibly rendered his 
populist vision. He seeks to embody a power both 
monolithic and total, as was all too evident when 
he goaded his supporters to storm and ransack 
the Capitol to prevent the ratification of Joe Biden’s 
election victory and sow distrust of the new admin-
istration.43 To succeed progressive icon Ruth Bader 
Ginsburg on the Supreme Court, Trump chose 
conservative judge Amy Coney Barrett, whom he 
inducted in the White House on 26 September 2020. 
Since the beginning of his term, Trump has used the 
White House to serve his own interests, repeatedly 
violating the Hatch Act. His relationship to architec-
ture resembles his relationship to the world at large 
– a type of excessive instrumentalisation that aims 
to represent the American space as a much-feared 
and powerful nation-state over which he would rule 
unchallenged.

The United States and the wider world perceive 
him through dramalities he promotes like a producer 
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