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INTRODUCTION:
THE ULTIMATE
INSIDER’S GUIDE
TO WASHINGTON’S
CULTURE OF
CLOUT

In  the  vast  library  of
political  literature,  few
books  have  captured
the  pecul iar ,  sel f -
absorbed ecosystem of
Washington, D.C., with
as much wit, precision,
and  uncomfortable
h o n e s t y  a s  M a r k
Le ibov i ch ’ s  Th is
Town.  Published  in
2013 ,  This  Town
Mark Leibovich wrote
became  an  instant

s e n s a t i o n — n o t
because  it  revealed
secret policy decisions
or  uncovered  a  vast
c o n s p i r a c y ,  b u t
because  it  held  up  a
mirror  to  the  capital
city’s political class and
forced  them  to  see
themselves  as  they
truly  are:  a  collection
of  ambitious,  media-
savvy,  and  endlessly
s e l f - p r o m o t i n g
operators  who  often
care more about their
own status than about
t h e  c o u n t r y  t h e y
ostensibly  serve.
Leibovich,  a  veteran
journalist  for  The New
York  Times  Magazine,
spent years embedded
in  the  Washington
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social scene, attending
cock ta i l  pa r t i e s ,
fundraisers,  and  off-
the-record  dinners.
What he observed was
a town where the line
between  journalist,
lobbyist, politician, and
pundit had become so
blurred  that  it  was
almost  invisible.  This
Town  is  not  a  book
about  policy;  it  is  a
book  about  people,
about  the  culture  of
influence,  and  about
the  strange,  almost
theatrical  performance
that  passes  for  public
service in the nation’s
capital.

The
Genesis
of a

Modern
Classic
Before  This  Town
Mark  Le ibov i ch
became a catchphrase
for  a  certain  kind  of
Beltway  cynicism,  the
author  had  already
established  himself  as
one  of  the  sharpest
o b s e r v e r s  o f  t h e
political  scene.  His
earlier  work,  including
profiles  of  figures  like
J o h n  M c C a i n  a n d
B a r a c k  O b a m a ,
demonstrated  a  keen
eye  for  detail  and  an
ability  to  capture  the
human  quirks  behind
the  public  personas.
But  This  Town  was
something  different—a
f u l l - s c a l e
anthropological  study
of  a  city  that  takes
itself far too seriously.
Leibovich’s  central
thesis  is  simple  yet
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d e v a s t a t i n g :
W a s h i n g t o n  i s  a
company town, and the
company  i s  “Th i s
Town.” The product is
access, the currency is
reputation,  and  the
most important skill  is
the  ability  to  appear
relevant.  Whether  you
a r e  a  f r e s h m a n
congressman,  a  cable
n e w s  h o s t ,  o r  a  K
Street  lobbyist,  your
p r i m a r y  j o b  i s  t o
maintain your place in
the  ecosystem.  The
book  is  filled  with
memorable  characters
w h o  e m b o d y  t h i s
cu l tu re ,  f rom  the
ubiquitous “Twitteratti”
to  the  former  officials
who  become  pa id
consultants, trading on
relationships they built
while in government.

DISSECTING THE
“THIS TOWN”
MENTALITY

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t

striking aspects of This
T o w n  M a r k
Leibovich’s  narrative
is  how it  dissects  the
psychology  of  the
Washington  insider.
These are people who
measure  their  worth
not  by  leg is lat ive
achievements or policy
outcomes,  but  by  the
number  of  television
appearances  they
make,  the  exclusivity
o f  t h e  d i n n e r
i n v i t a t i o n s  t h e y
receive, and the size of
their  speaking  fees.
Leibovich  argues  that
this  obsession  with
s t a t u s  h a s
f u n d a m e n t a l l y
corrupted  the  political
process,  replacing
genuine debate with a
per formance  that
benefits  no one except
t h e  p e r f o r m e r s
themselves.
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The
Symbiosi
s of
Media
and

Power
A  recurring  theme  in
t h e  b o o k  i s  t h e
incestuous relationship
between  journalists
and the political figures
they  cover.  Leibovich,
writing  as  an  insider
h imse l f ,  does  not
e x e m p t  h i s  o w n
p r o f e s s i o n  f r o m
criticism. He describes
a  w o r l d  w h e r e
r e p o r t e r s  a n d
politicians  attend  the
same parties, vacation
at  the  same  resorts,
and  even  date  one
another.  This  cozy

a r r a n g e m e n t ,  h e
argues ,  c reates  a
culture of mutual back-
scratching that softens
coverage  and  rewards
a c c e s s  o v e r
accountabil ity.
For example, Leibovich
details  how  former
officials  like  David
G e r g e n  o r  M i k e
McCurry  can  move
seamlessly  between
serving  in  the  White
House,  offering  paid
commentary  on  cable
news,  and  advising
corporate  clients  on
h o w  t o  n a v i g a t e
Washington.  In  This
Town,  these revolving
doors are not scandals;
they  are  simply  how
the  game  is  played.
The  book  is  filled  with
knowing  anecdotes
and sharp observations
that  make  the  reader
both laugh and cringe.
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The
Eternal
Pursuit of
“Relevan

ce”
Perhaps  the  most
enduring concept from
Th is  Town  Mark
Leibovich  is  the idea
of  “re levance.”  In
Washington,  being
relevant  means  being
in  the  room  where  it
happens, being quoted
in  the  right  column,
and being seen at the
right  events.  The  fear
o f  b e c o m i n g
irrelevant—of  being
passed  over  fo r  a
committee assignment,
of  no longer receiving
calls from reporters, of
being left  off the guest
list—drives much of the

behavior that Leibovich
describes.
T h i s  p u r s u i t  o f
relevance explains why
former  members  of
C o n g r e s s  s t a y  i n
Washington  rather
than  returning  home,
w h y  j o u r n a l i s t s
cultivate  sources  over
meals  at  expensive
restaurants,  and  why
lobbyists  host  lavish
parties  for  politicians
whose votes they hope
to influence. It is a self-
perpetuating cycle that
feeds  on  itself,  and
This Town captures it
with painful accuracy.

KEY CHARACTERS
AND MEMORABLE
MOMENTS

Part  of  the  enduring
appeal  of  This  Town
Mark Leibovich  is its
cast of characters. The
book  is  populated  by
figures who are famous
within  the  Beltway
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bubble  but  largely
unknown to the rest of
America.  There  is  the
perpe tua l l y  se l f -
promoting  political
operative  who  seems
to  appear  on  every
cable  news  show,  the
former  senator  who
now makes millions as
a  lobbyist,  and  the
W a s h i n g t o n  P o s t
reporter  who  is  as
much a celebrity as the
people she covers.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
discussed  sections  of
the book deals with the
funeral of Senator Ted
Kennedy.  Leibovich
d e s c r i b e s  h o w
Washington  insiders
treated the event as a
n e t w o r k i n g
o p p o r t u n i t y ,
exchanging  business
cards  and  planning
future  meetings  even
as  they  pa id  the i r
r e s p e c t s .  I t  i s  a
moment that sums up
the  book’s  thesis:  in

This Town, even grief
is  a performance,  and
even the most solemn
o c c a s i o n s  a r e
oppor tun i t ies  fo r
advancement.

The
Subcultur
e of
Fundraise
rs and
Parties
Another  vivid  element
of  This  Town  is  its
depiction of the social
circuit  that  oils  the
wheels  of  Washington
polit ics.  Leibovich
attends  fundraisers,
book  par t ies ,  and
award  ceremonies,
describing the intricate
d a n c e  o f  d o n o r s ,



This Town Mark Leibovich 7

7

p o l i t i c i a n s ,  a n d
j o u r n a l i s t s  w h o
populate these events.
He  notes  that  the
conversation  is  rarely
about  issues;  i t  i s
about who is up, who is
down,  who  is  feuding
with  whom,  and  who
has the best access to
the  current  power
brokers.
These  parties  are  not
social  events  in  the
traditional  sense;  they
are  extensions  of  the
w o r k p l a c e ,
opportunities to gather
intelligence and solidify
relationships.  This
T o w n  M a r k
Leibovich makes clear
t h a t  f o r  t h e
Washington  insider,
the  professional  and
t h e  p e r s o n a l  a r e
indistinguishable.  The
city’s  social  l i fe  is
driven  by  ambition,
and  every  handshake
carries  a  subtext  of
transaction.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
LASTING IMPACT

When This Town  was
published,  it  was  met
with a mix of  acclaim
and  sharp  criticism.
S o m e  p r a i s e d
Le ibov i ch  f o r  h i s
courage  in  te l l ing
uncomfortable  truths,
while  others  accused
him of cynicism and of
painting  an  unfairly
broad  portrait  of  the
c i t y .  M a n y  o f  t h e
people he wrote about
were  furious,  claiming
that  they  had  been
misled  or  that  their
comments  had  been
taken  out  of  context.
But  the  book’s  sales
and  its  place  in  the
political  conversation
suggested  that  it  had
struck a nerve.
In  the  years  since  its
publication, the themes
of  This  Town  Mark
Leibovich  have  only
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become more relevant.
The  r i se  o f  soc ia l
media, the explosion of
cable  news  opinion
programming,  and the
i n c r e a s i n g
personal izat ion  of
p o l i t i c s  h a v e  a l l
amplified the dynamics
t h a t  L e i b o v i c h
described.  If  anything,
the  culture  of  self-
p r o m o t i o n  a n d
t r a n s a c t i o n a l
re la t ionsh ips  has
become  even  more
intense.

A Mirror
for the
Political
Class
What  makes  This
T o w n  s u c h  a n
important  book  is  not
that  it  reveals  new
information about how

legislation is passed or
how elections are won.
Rather,  it  reveals  the
human  motivations
that drive the political
process:  ambition,
insecurity,  greed,  and
a  desperate  need  for
approval.  By  focusing
on  the  person  rather
t h a n  t h e  p o l i c y ,
Leibovich  shows  that
many of the problems
with  American  politics
are  not  structural  but
cultural.
The book has become
a  shor thand  fo r  a
certain kind of Beltway
insularity. When people
refer to “This Town” in
political  commentary,
they  are  invoking  the
world  that  Leibovich
described—a  world
where  image  matters
more  than  substance,
where relationships are
transactional,  and
where  the  ultimate
goal is not to serve the
public but to remain at
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t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e
action.

WHY “THIS TOWN”
STILL MATTERS
TODAY

Over a decade after its
publication, This Town
Mark  Le ibov i ch
remains  essent ia l
reading  for  anyone
w h o  w a n t s  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  h o w
Washington  real ly
works. It is a book that
e x p l a i n s  w h y
politicians  seem  so
disconnected from the
l i v e s  o f  o r d i n a r y
A m e r i c a n s ,  w h y
lobbyists  wield  such
enormous  influence,
and  why  coverage  of
p o l i t i c s  s o  o f t e n
focuses on gossip and
strategy rather than on
issues  that  affect
people’s  daily  lives.
For  journalists,  the
b o o k  s e r v e s  a s  a
cautionary  tale  about

t h e  d a n g e r s  o f
becoming too close to
one’s  sources.  For
political  operatives,  it
is a reminder that the
games  they  play  are
often  transparent  to
the  public.  And  for
ordinary  readers,  it  is
an  entertaining  and
eye-opening look  at  a
wor ld  that  i s  both
fascinating and deeply
flawed.
Leibovich’s  writing
style  is  sharp,  witty,
and accessible. He has
a  journalist’s  eye  for
detail  and a novelist’s
a b i l i t y  t o  b r i n g
characters  to  l i fe.
Whether  you  agree
with his conclusions or
not ,  This  Town  i s
imposs ib le  to  put
down. It is a book that
will  make  you  think
twice  the  next  time
you see a politician or
pundit  on  television,
and  it  will  leave  you
w i t h  a  b e t t e r
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understanding  of  the
strange, self-referential
world that governs the
United States.

The
Legacy of
a
Washingt
on Critic
Since  writ ing  This
Town,  Mark  Leibovich
h a s  c o n t i n u e d  t o
p r o d u c e  i n c i s i v e
c o m m e n t a r y  o n
American  pol it ics,
including  his  2021
book  Thank  You  for
Your  Serv i tude ,
which  examines  the
rise  of  Donald  Trump
and  the  Republican
Party’s  transformation.
B u t  T h i s  T o w n
remains  his  signature
work,  the  book  that

defined  a  genre  and
created  a  vocabulary
for  d iscussing  the
dysfunctions  of  the
Washington  elite.
For anyone seeking to
understand the culture
o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n
capital—the rituals, the
h i e r a r c h i e s ,  t h e
unspoken  rules—This
T o w n  M a r k
Le ibov ich  i s  t h e
definitive  guide.  It  is  a
book  that  informs,
entertains,  and,  for
m a n y  r e a d e r s ,
infuriates.  And  that  is
p r e c i s e l y  w h y  i t
endures.

CONCLUSION

In the end, This Town
is  more  than  just  a
book  about  politics;  it
is a book about human
nature.  It  explores
what  happens  when
ambition is unchecked,
when  power  becomes
its  own  reward,  and
when  the  people  who
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are supposed to serve
the  public  interest
become  consumed  by
private  interest.  Mark
Leibovich wrote a book
that made Washington
uncomfortable,  and  it
remains uncomfortable
because  the  issues  it
raises  have  not  gone
away.  The  culture  of
“This  Town”  persists,

evolving with each new
administration,  each
new scandal, and each
new  class  of  aspiring
insiders.  For  anyone
w h o  w a n t s  t o
u n d e r s t a n d  w h y
American  politics  so
o f ten  f ee l s  l i ke  a
performance,  This
T o w n  M a r k
Leibovich wrote is the
perfect place to start.


