
Who Makes AmericanForeign Policy? 721

twentieth century until the 1970s, the president took the 
lead on foreign policy, prompting one scholar to refer to an 
“imperial” presidency.19 George W. Bush revived that role in 
fighting the war on terrorism. Even when Congress wants to 
play a role, it is limited in what it can do. One reason is that 
Congress is more oriented toward domestic than foreign 
affairs, given the constant imperative of reelection. Congres-
sional organization can also hamper the congressional role in 
foreign policy. The fragmentation of Congress, the slow 
speed of deliberation, and the complex nature of many 
foreign issues can make it difficult for Congress to play a big 
role—particularly in fast-moving foreign events.

Presidential-Congressional 
Power Struggles

The relationship between the executive and legislative 
branches in the foreign policy realm has been called an 
“invitation to struggle” because the Constitution has given 
both bodies some power to act in foreign policy.20 The 
jurisdictions of each, however, are not established clearly by 
the Constitution and, in keeping with the principles of 
checks and balances, the powers are to some extent shared. 
In this inherent tension, the president and Congress both 
maneuver for the top position (see Figure 19.2). Presidents, 
for example, try to get around the need for Senate approval 

of treaties by using executive agreements instead, or they 
try to circumvent the Senate’s confirmation power by 
making appointments while Congress is in recess. Such 
strategies have real costs, however, since the Senate does 
not take kindly to being bypassed and the president needs 
the cooperation of Congress to accomplish his agenda. The 
Senate was so angry when President Bill Clinton made one 
appointment while it was on break that one senator vowed 
to block Clinton’s future nominations. President Obama’s 
recess appointments have also been controversial—so much 
so that several non-foreign-policy-related appointments 
ended up in front of the Supreme Court, who ruled against 
them in June 2014, because they had been made while 
Congress was technically (but not physically) in session.

The foreign policy tension between the president and 
Congress is exacerbated further by the complex issues 
surrounding the use of military force. The president is in 
charge of the armed forces, but only Congress can declare 
war. Presidents try to get around the power of Congress by 
committing troops to military actions that do not have the 
official status of war, but this too can infuriate the legisla-
tors. Presidents have sent troops abroad without a formal 
declaration of war on a number of occasions, for example, 
in Korea (1950), Vietnam (1965), the Dominican Republic 
(1965), Lebanon (1982), Grenada (1983), Panama (1989), 
the Persian Gulf (1990), Afghanistan (2001), and Iraq 
(2003)—among others. As the Vietnam War became a 
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Figure 19.1  Key Foreign Policy Agencies

Source: Mark Lowenthal, Intelligence, 6th ed. (Washington, DC: CQ Press, 2015).


