THE JOURNAL JURISPRUDENCE

HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION AND THE WAR POWERS DEBATE

RICHARD HANANIA

War powers scholars debate whether Congress should have the exclusive ability to declare war.
While this is the system that the Founders created, some hold that the modern world requires a
stronger executive. All war powers scholars, however, make the same realist assumptions that
were held by the founding generation. The author argues that war powers scholars neglect the
existence of American idealism in international relations, and humanitarian intervention in
particular. The author goes on to conduct a functional analysis of what placing the war powers
back in congressional hands would mean for humanitarian intervention and finds that without an
executive power to unilaterally use force abroad, there would be few or no humanitarian
interventions undertaken.
INTRODUCTION
War powers scholars debate the proper balance of power between Congress and
the president in setting foreign policy and going to war.1 Whether originalists or
not, they tend to rely on the words of the Founders and historical practice to make
their case.2 The writings of those who are against the expansive role that the
president has assumed tend to begin by presenting evidence on the views of the
Founding Fathers, showing that they worried about an executive unchecked
abroad.3 They then purport to show that the Founders’ fears have come true, and
urge that we return to the proper balance between the two political branches.4
On the other side of the debate, those who are happy with the president’s
expansive foreign policy power argue that circumstances have changed since
1789.5 Giving Congress the authority it was meant to have at the founding would

See infra Part II.
See David J. Barron & Martin S. Lederman, The Commander in Chief at the Lowest Ebb—Framing the
Problem, Doctrine, and Original Understanding, 121 HARV. L. REV. 689, 696 (2008) (expressing
misgivings about the proposition that the original understanding should be all determinative, but
explaining that the authors rely on it due to originialism’s acceptance among scholars and the
public); MICHAEL J. GLENNON, CONSTITUTIONAL DIPLOMACY 80–84 (1990); ARTHUR M.
SCHLESINGER, JR., THE IMPERIAL PRESIDENCY 1–5 (2d ed. 1989) (1973) (“If original intent cannot
settle constitutional questions, it can throw essential light on them.”).
3 See infra Part II.A.
4 Id.
5 See infra Part II.B.
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leave the United States unable to protect its interests.6 John Yoo, one of the
defenders of the strong executive, agrees that a powerful president is needed to
meet the challenges of the modern world, which is more dangerous than at the
time of the ratification of the Constitution.7 However, he believes that the
Founders consciously designed a system that allowed power over foreign affairs to
fluctuate between Congress and the president, depending on the needs of the
nation.8
The main argument put forth in this Article is that both defenders and critics of
the powerful executive share some underlying assumptions that are dated. There
was once a time when foreign policy was seen similarly to the way domestic policy
was: thinkers and statesmen debated on the way to set up a system that would
maximize the well-being of Americans. Today, the United States has assumed
global responsibilities, including a responsibility to protect civilians in danger of
being killed by their own governments.9 Thus, it is time to consider whether a
system designed to produce the optimal amount of wars of self-defense might
work differently from one that assumes the responsibility of advancing humanity
as a whole.
The Article does not argue that the United States was ever a nation that acted
completely in its national interests or behaved totally altruistically. Realismidealism is a spectrum, not a strict dichotomy. At one end of the spectrum, there is
the Chinese government in the 1970s, which had no problem with supporting the
Khmer Rouge in Southeast Asia in order to prop up a regional rival to the
Vietnamese.10 Even Henry Kissinger, the quintessential American realist, was
forced to explain to Chinese leaders that the United States could not stand with
the Cambodian regime, at least not publicly.11 At the other end, there is the
behavior of Sweden in being a major funder of the African National Congress in
the 1980s,12 despite not having any obvious interests in South Africa. What I will
show, however, is that the United States since the founding has moved
significantly towards the idealist end of the spectrum and at least occasionally
fights wars for humanitarian ends, even if it does so selectively.13
Id.
See JOHN C. YOO, THE POWERS OF WAR AND PEACE: THE CONSTITUTION AND FOREIGN
AFFAIRS AFTER 9/11, at viii–x (2005).
8 Id.
9 See infra Part III.B.
10 HENRY KISSINGER, ON CHIA 371–72 (2011).
11 Id.
12 Tom Lodge, Thabo Mbeki and Cyril Ramaphosa: Crown Prince to Nelson Mandela’s Throne, 10 WORLD
POL’Y J. 65, 67 (1993).
13 See infra Part III.B.
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In Part I, I review the foreign policy of the Founding Fathers, and show that they
were both descriptive and normative realists. I will then go on to show how these
realist beliefs, along with the Founders’ view of human nature, shaped the way that
the Constitution was meant to balance authority over the power to make war
between the executive and legislative branches. Part II proves that modern
scholars accept both the Founders’ views on why presidents are likely to go to war
and the assumption that the best war powers system is the one that produces wars
only fought in the best interests of the nation. This is true whether we examine the
works of the defenders of executive power or its critics. Of course, war powers
scholars vary in how much emphasis they put on original intent and how much
they take functional considerations into account. To a pure originalist who believes
that Congress was meant to decide when the nation went to war, this Article may
not be of much value. But to those who rely on functional analyses to determine
the optimal distribution of power between the political branches—including
originalists who take Yoo’s position that the Founders meant the president and
Congress to struggle over control of foreign policy—having an accurate view of
modern American foreign policy is vital.
Part III proves that these assumptions that war powers scholars hold are dated.
With regards to the normative aspect of foreign policy, American leaders and
opinion-makers have over time come to put relatively less emphasis on national
interests and more on doing good globally, at the inevitable moments when the
best interests of the United States and those of the world as a whole diverge. Of
course, one will never catch a politician saying that he faced a tradeoff between the
interests of his constituents and those of foreigners and decided to favor the latter.
People generally have difficulty thinking in terms of tradeoffs, and politicians who
talk in such terms are often disadvantaged.14 This should not, however, lead us to
the naïve conclusion that leaders do not face such tradeoffs, at least
subconsciously.15
Part III reviews the works of international relations scholars and shows that there
is a consensus that there is an idealist strand in American foreign policy and that it
has become more prominent, if not dominant, over time. War powers scholars,
Philip E. Tetlock, Coping with Trade-Offs: Psychological Constraints and Political Implications, in
ELEMENTS OF REASON: COGNITION, CHOICE, AND THE BOUNDS OF RATIONALITY 239, 239–42
(Arthur Lupia & Mathew Daniel McCubbins eds., 2000).
15 Neo-conservatives and liberal interventionists tend to believe that spreading democracy and
human rights is in the best long-term interests of the United States. See Timothy J. Lynch, Kristol
Balls: Neoconservative Visions of Islam and the Middle East, 45 INT’L POL. 182, 189–90 (2008). But as far
as I am aware, every scholarly writer, even if not every politician or op-ed columnist, makes the
self-evident assumption that there are times when the practices of a humanitarian foreign policy
and national interests diverge.
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usually by omission, deny this aspect of American foreign policy.16 This denial of
the idealist-descriptive view can come in one of two forms. One can believe that
the United States acts justly in its own interests, as a nation should,17 or that it acts
unjustly in pursuit of its own interests, or those of a nefarious corporate elite.18 In
either case, war powers scholars tend to ignore contemporary ideology and
undertake functional analyses that are mistaken about modern American
normative goals. Part III proves that these purely realist assumptions are not
shared by experts in international relations. The realist view provides an accurate
picture of American behavior at the founding, but ignores ideological changes
since that time. While some argue that other parts of the Constitution should be
reinterpreted in light of value changes,19 war powers scholars who argue that the
world has changed in relevant ways simply point to material changes or new
threats that have appeared since the founding.20
This idealistic foreign policy is most clearly reflected in the practice of
humanitarian intervention. I review three case studies of American intervention,
showing that in each war the scholarly consensus is that American motivations
were predominately, if not exclusively, humanitarian.21 Although some scholars
fault the United States for its hypocrisy in holding different countries to different
human rights standards,22 or see human rights rhetoric as a mask for serving
imperial purposes and/or the needs of the military-industrial complex,23 this
See infra Part II.
See ERIC A. POSNER & ADRIAN VERMEULE, THE EXECUTIVE UNBOUND: AFTER THE
MADISONIAN REPUBLIC 124–29 (2010).
18 See PETER IRONS, WAR POWERS 264–68 (2005).
19 See Bruce Ackerman, Lecture II: The Civil Rights Revolution, in 2006 Oliver Wendell Holmes Lectures: The
Living Constitution, 120 HARV. L. REV. 1737, 1762–63 (2006-2007) (arguing that the Warren Court’s
reinterpretation of the Fourteenth Amendment was an instance of constitutional change based on
popular consent).
20 See Eugene V. Rostow, “Once More Unto the Breach:” The War Powers Resolution Revisited, 21 VAL. U.
L. REV. 1, 2 (1986) (“changes in the magnetic field of world politics since 1789 have imposed novel
and dangerous tasks on the people and the government of the United States”); YOO, supra note 7,
at ix (“The world after September 11, 2011, however, is very different … Rather than disappearing
from the world, the threat of war may well be increasing.”). The one writer to genuinely consider
ideological changes since the founding in the context of a discussion on the war powers was Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr. See infra notes 169–176 and accompanying text.
21 Humanitarian motivations can affect executive officials directly or indirectly. A president may be
genuinely upset about human rights violations, or commit the country to a humanitarian war to
improve his legacy or satisfy a constituency. Either way, this Article claims that at least the
motivations of those who judge the legacy or pressure the executive are humanitarian, whatever the
actual mental state of decision makers might be. There is evidence that humanitarian concerns
affect American foreign policy both directly and indirectly. See infra Part IV.
22 See JULIE A. MERTUS, BAIT AND SWITCH: HUMAN RIGHTS AND U.S. FOREIGN POLICY, at xii
(2008).
23 See CHALMERS JOHNSON, NEMESIS: THE LAST DAYS OF THE AMERICAN REPUBLIC (2007).
16
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Article does not argue that American leaders behave in a humanitarian manner
without ever taking into account national interests or public choice concerns. The
goal here is much less ambitious: to show that in the countless situations in which
the United States could act to stop humanitarian atrocities, it occasionally does
so.24
Finally, Part IV spells out some of the implications of humanitarian intervention
for the war powers debate. First, a public choice model of legislation indicates that
to the extent to which one believes that the United States has moral or legal
obligations to defend those being killed by their own governments, one can expect
the legislature to be marked for its inaction in meeting these challenges. Any
psychic benefit that the American population receives from such acts are widely
distributed and events on the ground often proceed too quickly to expect
Congress to act to stop humanitarian atrocities. On the other hand, although the
executive is also constrained to some extent by public opinion, because of his
quest for approbation we may expect him to be more likely to engage in
humanitarian intervention. This model is based on the idea of the Founding
Fathers that only Congress should have the power to declare war because
executives seek glory via conquest.25 While two hundred years ago the executive
might gain prestige by becoming a great conqueror, today presidents seek fame by
establishing a positive legacy and gaining the approval of their fellow elites. Part
IV.B then tests this model against empirical reality, focusing on the interplay
between Congress and the president at the key moments in the course of the
decision making process in the three humanitarian interventions reviewed in Part
III.
Our assumptions about the reasons for which the United States goes to war bear
greatly on any debate about where the power to initiate hostilities should be
placed. If one fears a president who is an imperialist, in the classic sense of the
term, then showing that an executive is more likely to act in ways that advance
what he sees as the good of humanity as a whole should allay these concerns. We
may still believe that no one man should have the power to decide when war is in
humanity’s interests, that normatively the United States should only look out for
its own interests, that Congress should decide how to balance national and
internationalist goals, or that the original intent or plain text of the Constitution
should control no matter what.26 Similarly, if one wants the United States to
engage in humanitarian intervention or protect democratic allies abroad, one must
consider whether placing the war powers in the hands of the executive or
See infra Part III.B.
See infra Part IV.A.2.
26 See Antonin Scalia, Originalism: The Lesser Evil, 57 U. CINN. L. REV. 849, 854–56 (1988-1989)
(arguing that nonoriginalist methods of interpretation lack legitimacy).
24
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legislative branch is more conducive to these goals. It may or may not lead one to
a different conclusion than one a scholar might reach if he carries out his
functional analysis assuming that the United States only uses force in self-defense,
or that it should. This Article does not take a position on the complex normative
questions presented in this paragraph, but simply seeks to point out that the
assumptions that war powers scholars make about American foreign policy are
dated and convince the reader that this fact is relevant to the debate.
I. FOREIGN POLICY AND THE FOUNDERS
In this Part, I begin by showing that in modern terms, the Founders were foreign
policy realists, as opposed to idealists.27 On the major descriptive issues on which
realists and idealists disagree—whether representative and nonrepresentative
governments can be expected to have similar foreign policies, whether nations and
individuals act for the good of themselves or can be made to act for the good of
the world, and to what extent relationships between countries will always be based
on power relations—the Founders came down on the side of the realists. In Part
I.B, I show that as a normative matter the Founders believed that when national
and world interests diverge, leaders have an obligation to do what is right for their
own people. Part I.C discusses how the Founders’ realist views and ideas about
human nature, which reflected their era, determined how they structured and
justified the constitutional distribution of power over foreign affairs.
A. The Founders as Practical and Descriptive Realists
1. The Acceptance of Power Politics and National Self-Interest
The Founding Fathers were greatly influenced by the writings of Locke, who
shared in the common assumption of the time that foreign relations existed in the
context of an anarchic international system.28 States were assumed to behave as
rational actors, seeking security and looking to expand their power.29 These
assumptions formed the basis of the 1648 Peace of Westphalia,30 with European
statesmen believing that they all had a stake in ensuring that no power would ever
For a brief summary of the major disputes between the two camps, see John H. Herz, Idealist
Internationalism and the Security Dilemma, 2 WORLD POL. 157, 158–59 (1950). See also Joshua
Muravchik, The Future Is Neocon, 97 NAT’L INT. 20, 20 (2008) (noting that realism has a normative
and a descriptive aspect).
28 IRONS, supra note 18, at 17–18; SCHLESINGER, supra note 2, at 8 (“the Founding Fathers were
more influenced by Locke than by any other political philosopher”).
29 See NORMAN A. GRAEBNER, RICHARD DEAN BURNS & JOSEPH M. SIRACUSA, FOREIGN AFFAIRS
AND THE FOUNDING FATHERS: FROM CONFEDERATION TO CONSTITUTION, 1776–1787, at xv
(2011).
30 Id. at xiii; NORMAN A. GRAEBNER, FOUNDATIONS OF AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY: A REALIST
APPRAISAL FROM FRANKLIN TO MCKINLEY xiv–xv (1985).
27
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become strong enough to dominate its neighbors.31 This world was “a brutal,
amoral cockpit” and one in which “power was king.”32
There are some who have argued that there was an influential strain of idealistic
internationalism in early American history.33 Yet even if we accept this as true, this
idealism was extremely passive by modern standards. To spread liberalism, the
United States would engage in free trade and set a good example for the rest of the
world.34 In other words, this idealism was what we would today call isolationism.
In fact, modern isolationists are often in favor of free trade and a great deal of
nonviolent interaction between the United States and foreign countries.35
Congressman Ron Paul echoes Thomas Paine when he calls on the United States
to spread its values by example.36 The idealists of the founding generation were
closer to modern isolationism than they were to modern idealism in their practical
recommendations.
A review of the foreign policy of the founding generation demonstrates that they
acted in accordance with international realist norms.37 Regardless of whether the
Founders thought that power politics would eventually be eliminated, they
accepted the legitimacy of the existing international system and were eager
participants in it.38 John Adams believed that European balance of power politics
were natural and inevitable.39 Serving as ambassador to France in the 1780s,
Jefferson often reflected on the changing dynamics of European politics and what
GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at xiv.
See James H. Hutson, Intellectual Foundations of Early American Diplomacy, 1 DIPL. HIST. 1, 9 (1977).
33 See David M. Fitzsimons, Thomas Paine’s New World Order: Idealistic Internationalism in the Ideology of
American Foreign Relations, 19 DIPL. HIST. 569, 574–75 (1995).
34 See id. at 576; FELIX GILBERT, TO THE FAREWELL ADDRESS: IDEAS OF EARLY AMERICAN
FOREIGN POLICY 59–69 (1970).
35 Adam Quinn, The Great Illusion: Chimeras of Isolationism and Realism in Post-Iraq U.S. Foreign Policy, 35
POL. & POL’Y 522, 527 (2007).
36 RON PAUL, CONGRESSMAN, WHY WE FIGHT, SPEECH BEFORE THE HOUSE OF
REPRESENTATIVES (Sept. 8, 2005), reprinted in RON PAUL, A FOREIGN POLICY OF FREEDOM:
‘PEACE, COMMERCE, AND HONEST FRIENDSHIP’ 327 (2007) (“Whenever the people turn against
war as a tool to promote certain beliefs, the war ceases ... Then we can get down to the business of
setting an example of how peace and freedom bring prosperity in an atmosphere that allows for
excellence and virtue to thrive.”). Indicative of the size of the ideological shift since the founding is
that the relatively isolationist Paul takes the subtitle of his book from Thomas Jefferson’s first
inaugural address. Thomas Jefferson, Inaugural Address (Mar. 4, 1801).
37 See Richard Russell, American Diplomatic Realism: A Tradition Practised and Preached by George F.
Kennan, 11 DIPL. & STATECRAFT 159, 160 (2000) (noting “the drift in American diplomacy from its
traditional assumptions held in the realist school towards the liberal or Wilsonian school of
international relations”).
38 See id. at 161; Hutson, supra note 32, at 12–15.
39 GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at xxii (quoting John Adams). See also Hutson,
supra note 32, at 18 (attributing the same belief to the Founders in general).
31
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it meant for international stability.40 Early Americans looked forward to the day
when their numbers would allow their country to grow into the world’s largest
power.41
At the Continental Congress, foreign affairs were discussed exclusively in terms of
power politics.42 American leaders understood the importance of having the
support of France in any revolutionary effort.43 One month before the signing of
the Declaration of Independence, Richard Henry Lee argued that no nation would
risk supporting the United States unless its leaders made a complete split with
Great Britain.44 The eventual decision to form an independent nation was based
on just this consideration.45 Yet the Founders were under no illusion that French
support was based on anything but national interest. Any contrary view was
grounded more on sentimentality than logic. Washington held that it was “a
maxim founded on the universal experience of mankind, that no nation is to be
trusted further than it is bound by its interest; and no prudent statesman or
politician will venture to depart from it.”46 He would return to this theme upon
leaving office in his Farewell Address, lecturing that “[t]here can be no greater
error than to expect or calculate upon real favors from nation to nation.”47 Years
after the Revolution, Hamilton reflected that, when the colonists discussed the
possibility of receiving aid from France and Spain, their calculations were based on
the interests of those two nations, rather than any expectation that they would care
anything about American interests or the cause of liberty.48 And when Adams
heard that a British general had argued that France and America were too
historically and culturally different to be allies, Adams responded that he knew of
“no better rule than” that which said that whether nations were enemies or allies
was determined by interests, and feelings of affection and animosity between them
changed as circumstances did.49

GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at xxi–xxii.
See Hutson, supra note 32, at 9–11.
42 Id. at 13.
43 Id. at 8–9.
44 Id. at 9.
45 WALTER A. MCDOUGALL, PROMISED LAND, CRUSADER STATE: THE AMERICAN ENCOUNTER
WITH THE WORLD SINCE 1776, at 5 (1997).
46 Quoted in MAXIMS OF GEORGE WASHINGTON: POLITICAL, SOCIAL, MORAL, AND RELIGIOUS 218
(J.F. Schroder ed., 1855).
47 GEORGE WASHINGTON, FAREWELL ADDRESS (Sept. 17, 1796), reprinted in 1 THE GROWTH OF
PRESIDENTIAL POWER: A DOCUMENTED HISTORY 427 (William M. Goldsmith ed., 1974).
48 ALEXANDER HAMILTON, ‘PACIFICUS’ NUMBER 5, reprinted in LETTERS OF PACIFICUS AND
HELVIDIUS, ON THE PROCLAMATION OF NEUTRALITY OF 1793, at 33, 34 (J. and G.S. Gideon eds.,
1845).
49 Quoted in GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at 12.
40
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Even after France entered the war, but before independence had been won, the
Founders were sure not to confuse American interests with those of France. In
April 1782, John Jay met Franklin in Paris for negotiations with the French,
Spaniards, and British.50 In the negotiations of that summer, the French joined
Spain in trying to keep the borders of the United States away from Louisiana.51
Realizing this, and despite having agreed not to negotiate apart from the French,
Jay sought an independent solution with Britain that would give the United States
a more westward boundary.52 “We can depend upon the French,” he wrote, “only
to see that we are separated from England, but it is not in their interest that we
should become a great and formidable people, and therefore they will not help us
to become so.”53 Adams later noted that the only reason the United States had
stretched its borders to the Mississippi River was because of this maneuvering.54
When French and American interests diverged, even while the nations were still
wartime allies, there was no doubt about what was the proper course of action. No
contemporary Congressman or later historian would frown on Franklin and Jay’s
betrayal of French interests.55
In the time between independence and the ratification of the Constitution, foreign
affairs consisted of signing trade agreements based on reciprocity, trying to eject
England from American territory, negotiating borders with Spain, and dealing with
the Barbary pirates.56 American foreign policy continued to be no different than
the amoral realpolitik of the Old World.57 When Adams’s attempts, as ambassador
to London, to open up the British market to American trade failed, he advocated
restrictions on British imports in kind.58 The Founders continued to understand
the importance of power relations and how America’s relative place in the world
would determine how effectively the country’s leaders could protect her interests.
Jefferson and Adams agreed that the only way that the British would ever deal
with American demands was if America had the military strength to back up her
diplomacy.59 They were similarly frustrated with their inability to deal satisfactorily
with the North African pirates. Adams wrote to Jay that while it would be “heroic”
Id. at 15.
Id. at 16.
52 Id.
53 Quoted in id.
54 Id.
55 MCDOUGALL, supra note 45, at 25–26.
56 See GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at 43–87.
57 MCDOUGALL, supra note 45, at 26 (“Any Americans who remained attached to the idea that their
diplomacy (as opposed to their nation itself) could be different and better had that illusion
punctured in the years following the Peace of Paris.”).
58 Id.; GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at 54–55.
59 GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at 52–53.
50
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for the young nation to fight, rather than pay tribute to, the pirates, American
weakness at sea made that course of action impossible.60
Its inability to protect American interests in foreign affairs was perhaps the main
deficiency of the Articles of Confederation that inspired the Constitutional
Convention.61 Reflecting the times, the first 29 out of the 85 Federalist Papers relied
on foreign policy arguments to make the case for the Constitution.62 In advocating
for ratification before the state legislatures, delegates stressed the idea that
continued weakness would make the nation prey to the great powers.63 Madison
told the Virginia Convention that he would not have supported giving Congress
such an extensive tax power if it was not for the threat of foreign invasion.64
Washington saw a new European war on the horizon and predicted that America’s
role in it would depend on the nation’s strength.65 If the United States could unite
under a national government, its ships could supply the belligerents unmolested; if
the nation remained weak, then America could not help her vessels being treated
with contempt, which would drag the country into war.66
The Antifederalists rejected the Federalists’ argument that it was the Articles of
Confederation that made the United States weak.67 Instead, the lack of respect
America had suffered abroad was because it was a young, sparsely populated,
nation. Of course one would expect countries to take advantage of a nation in
such circumstances; no form of government could correct that.68 Further, for its
safety, the United States could continue to rely on its distance from Europe, vast
territory, and the interest other nations had in maintaining the balance of power.69
The Antifederalists shared the underlying assumptions that national power
depended on military capabilities and states acted in their own interests, only
disagreeing with the Federalists as to the causes of American weakness.
Immediately after the French Revolution in 1789, most Americans, inspired by
gratitude and a sense of shared mission, would call for the United States to

Id. at 64–65.
Id. at 85; GEORGE C. HERRING, FROM COLONY TO SUPERPOWER: U.S. FOREIGN RELATIONS
SINCE 1776, at 49 (2008); YOO, supra note 7, at 90.
62 MCDOUGALL, supra note 45, at 6.
63 GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at 127–28.
64 Id. at 140.
65 Id. at 127–30.
66 Id.
67 Id. at 132–33.
68 Id.
69 GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at 134–35.
60
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support the new republic on the other side of the Atlantic.70 News of revolutionary
atrocities would divide the country, however, with the Federalists opposing the
revolution and the Republicans supporting it.71 Washington’s policy of strict
neutrality eventually won the day, with the issuance of the Neutrality Proclamation
of 1793.72 The behavior of French Ambassador Edmond Charles Genet tipped
public opinion in favor of the Federalists.73 As the public overwhelmingly desired
neutrality, the Republicans eventually were forced to concede many of the
arguments of the Federalists, and Jefferson and others sympathetic to the
revolutionary cause kept much of their enthusiasm for France to themselves.74
In defending the Neutrality Proclamation, Hamilton, writing as “Pacificus,” used
the maxim that states always acted in their own self-interest to argue against the
proposition that there could be gratitude between nations. One party should feel
grateful towards another when it altruistically undertakes an action to help the
first.75 But since countries do not behave altruistically, any help that they provide
one another is based on interests. If there was no such thing as altruism between
nations, it followed that there could not be gratitude.76 Madison’s responses to
Hamilton’s letters did not contest Hamilton’s underlying realist assumptions, but
instead focused on the narrow question of executive power to issue the
Proclamation.77
2. Liberal Peace Theories
Liberal peace theories are a major source of division between foreign policy realists
and idealists. These theories hold that internal liberalism—in the form of liberal
trade policy,78 democratic government,79 or both—makes nations less likely to go
to war with one another. If the Founders shared this idea, then the divergence
between the interests of the nation and the human rights of the rest of the world
MCDOUGALL, supra note 45, at 28–29; GORDON S. WOOD, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY: A
THE EARLY REPUBLIC, 1789–1815, at 174–75 (2009).
71 WOOD, supra note 70, at 176–82.
72 MCDOUGALL, supra note 45, at 29.
73 WOOD, supra note 70, at 187.
70
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Id. at 188.
ALEXANDER HAMILTON, ‘PACIFICUS’ NUMBER 4, reprinted in LETTERS OF PACIFICUS AND
HELVIDIUS, supra note 48, at 28, 30.
76 Id.
77 See WOOD, supra note 70, at 185.
78 Michael W. Doyle, Three Pillars of the Liberal Peace, 99 AM. POL. SCI. REV. 463, 464–65 (2005).
79 See Ben D. Mor, Peace Initiatives and Public Opinion: The Domestic Context of Conflict Resolution, 34 J.
PEACE RES. 197, 199–200 (1997) ("One of the most prominent and heated debates in current
international relations literature concerns the relationship between regime type and war
proneness—the so-called 'democratic peace' phenomenon.”); John M. Owen, How Liberalism
Produces Democratic Peace, 19 INT’L SEC. 87, 87 (1994) (defining the phrase).
74
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might have been considered extremely small. An early advocate of these liberal
peace theories was Thomas Paine.80 Between January and March of 1776, Paine’s
Common Sense sold the modern equivalent of thirty million copies.81 Paine’s
philosophical and moral arguments are still cited by those who advocate that
American foreign policy be based on humanitarian considerations.82
Some of the Founders did in fact accept the idea that free trade could lead to
greater peace between nations.83 Despite Paine’s influence, however, most
international relations scholars believe that the Founders generally distrusted
foreign commerce.84 Jefferson, for instance, wrote in 1785 that he felt obliged to
carry out the wishes of his constituents, who demanded the opening up of foreign
markets. If it was up to him, however, America would be as isolationist as China
and “all our citizens would be husbandmen.”85 Regardless of whether the
Founders accepted the idea that free trade led to peace, their diplomacy with
regards to commerce was based on acquiring mutual concessions. This was the
favored policy of Republicans such as Jefferson and Madison, as much as it was
the policy of the Federalists.86 Whatever theoretical ideas some Founders held
about what free trade could do for humanity at large, when they debated amongst
themselves national interests took center stage.87
The Founders more clearly rejected the democratic variant of the liberal peace
theory.88 In The Federalist No. 41, Madison argued that a stronger union would
make a standing army less necessary.89 But if the states did not unite in a stronger
federal government, “[t]he fears of the weaker, or the ambition of the stronger
States, or Confederacies, will set the same example in the New, as Charles VII. did,
in the Old World.”90 The fact that the different states were democracies did not
lead Madison to conclude that they would be any more peaceful than the
monarchies of Europe.

Fitzsimons, supra note 33, at 576–77.
Id. at 569 n. 2.
82 See Johann Hari, Whither the Pro-War Left?, 14 PUB. POL’Y RES. 168, 170–71 (2005).
83 WOOD, supra note 70, at 189–90.
84 Hutson, supra note 32, at 3–9 (showing that the Founders constantly railed against international
commerce, but felt compelled to advance it because this was the wish of their constituents);
Fitzsimons, supra note 33, at 570 (arguing against the standard position, but acknowledging that
Hutson’s view is that of most historians).
85 Quoted in GRAEBNER, BURNS, & SIRACUSA, supra note 29, at 53.
86 WOOD, supra note 70, at 190–94.
87 Id. at 194.
88 MCDOUGALL, supra note 45, at 27–28.
89 THE FEDERALIST NO. 41 (James Madison), at 220 (J.R. Pole ed., 2005).
90 Id. at 221–22.
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Hamilton addressed the same issue in much the same way. There were some who
argued that the states as sovereign entities would not follow the example of
Europe, as they were commercial republics and thus pacific.91 Hamilton responded
by appealing to logic and history.
Is it not … the true interests of all nations to cultivate the same benevolent
and pacific spirit? … Have Republics in practice been less addicted to war
than monarchies? Are not the former administered by men as well as the
latter? Are there not aversions, predilections, rivalships, and desires of
unjust acquisitions, that affect nations as well as kings?92
Hamilton cited ancient and more recent history, reminding the reader that the
ancient Greek republics were often fighting one another and that in more recent
times the states of Holland had played a part in the major European conflicts.93
Once again, the fact that the states were republics would not keep them from
ending up as rivals.
The Founders were not able to merge the national interest and a humanitarian
foreign policy in the way that modern liberal interventionists and neoconservatives
do. If, as a normative matter, a nation should look after its own interests,94 and the
form of government or openness to trade of a country did not make it more likely
to be peaceful, then there would be no sense in wasting financial or diplomatic
capital on liberalizing other countries. It is little wonder that Washington’s
Farewell Address encouraged Americans to practice nondiscrimination in trade
and commerce and not form any attachments to foreign countries.95
B. The Founders as Normative Realists
In addition to their empirical differences, realists and idealists tend to disagree on
the question of to what extent American foreign policy should be based on purely
national interests.96 One may see the Founders as tragic figures—idealists forced to
live and operate in a realist world. Perhaps they would have gladly been global
citizens if they could expect the same from less enlightened powers. After all,

THE FEDERALIST NO. 6 (Alexander Hamilton), supra note 89, at 24.
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94 See infra Part I.B.
95 WASHINGTON, supra note 47.
96 See Muravchik, supra note 27; Russell, supra note 37, at 162.
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although rarely, if ever, practiced, humanitarian intervention was a well known
concept at the time of the founding.97
At the time of the Enlightenment, natural law philosophers believed that human
laws should be judged by their compatibility to universal moral standards,
discoverable through reason.98 Although it has been argued that few philosophers
understood the concept of natural rights as giving an individual claims against the
rest of the world,99 it is clear that the Founding Fathers believed that human beings
inherently possessed certain individual freedoms.100 Though these rights could be
restricted for the sake of the common good, if a person did not infringe on the
rights of his neighbor society was to generally leave him alone.101
At the time of the founding, most thinkers directly analogized the philosophy of
natural law between individuals to relations between states. That is not to say there
were not exceptions. Grotius believed that while subjects had an almost limitless
duty to obey their sovereigns, that did not mean that a sovereign’s behavior could
not be so egregious that a neighboring state had the duty to act.102 For the most
part, however, states were to mind their own business unless directly threatened.
The international system placed a premium on such concepts as abiding by
treaties, non-interference, sovereignty, and territorial integrity.103 According to
Martens, “the obligation of one nation towards another, are no more than those of
97 See GARY J. BASS, FREEDOM’S BATTLE: THE ORIGINS OF HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION 4–5
(2008).
98 Cary J. Nederman, Introduction to ALEXANDER PADDERIN D’ENTRÈVES, NATURAL LAW: AN
INTRODUCTION TO LEGAL PHILOSOPHY, at xii–xiii (1994).
99 See KNUD HAAKONSSEN, NATURAL LAW AND MORAL PHILOSOPHY: FROM GROTIUS TO THE
SCOTTISH ENLIGHTENMENT 5–6 (1996) (arguing that for the most part, natural law emphasized
duties, rather than rights, human beings had).
100 See Chester James Antieau, Natural Rights and the Founding Fathers—The Virginians, 17 WASH &
LEE L. REV. 43, 45–51 (1960) (“In their most generalized expressions the Founding Fathers spoke
of their natural rights to life and liberty, adding at times, property, and on other occasions, the
pursuit of happiness.”); Clarence Manion, The Founding Fathers and the Natural Law: A Study of the
Source of Our Legal Institutions, 35 A.B.A. J. 461, 463–64 (1949) (showing that the Founders rejected
parliamentary absolutism).
101 Antieau, supra note 100, at 52–54.
102 See D.J.B. Trim, ‘If a Prince Use Tyrannie Towards His People’: Interventions on Behalf of Foreign
Populations in Early Modern Europe, in HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION: A HISTORY 29, 39–41
(Brendan Simms and D.J.B. Trim eds., 2011). One early Enlightenment philosopher who appears
to have foreseen the development of the modern international system was Immanuel Kant. See
Michael W. Doyle, Kant, Liberal Legacies, and Foreign Affairs, 12 PHIL. & PUB. AFF. 205, 218–32
(1983) (finding Hobbesian realism unable to explain the “liberal pacification” of the modern world
and offering Kant’s vision in its place). However, it does not appear that the German philosopher
had much of a direct influence on the American Founders.
103 HERRING, supra note 61, at 12–13.
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individuals, modified and applied to nations.”104 A sovereign state could do
whatever it deemed necessary for its own security, provided it did not break any
treaties, and it did not need to explain itself to other powers.105 In Blackstone’s
formulation, relations between countries were based “entirely upon the rules of
natural law, or upon mutual compacts, treaties, leagues, and agreements between”
the states.106 Finally, Hobbes, perhaps the most important philosopher of the
Constitutional era,107 was also a realist in modern terms.108 The state existed to
provide security for its own people, and morality had little to nothing to do with
its relations with other states.109 The influence of these thinkers on the Founders
can be seen in their writings. Hamilton, for example, cited Vattel for the
proposition that one sovereign has no right to judge the internal conduct of
another.110
The Founders explicitly considered the question of how a statesmen should
balance the interests of his fellow countrymen and those of the rest of humanity.
And the records of them doing so shows that they were not only realists in the
descriptive sense, but also in the normative.
As we have seen, the success of the revolutionary effort depended on French
support.111 Robert Morris was somewhat troubled by the implications of this, but
believed that the interests of the new nation came first. In September 1776, he
wrote the following to John Jay.
It appears clear to me that we may very soon involve all Europe in a War
by managing properly the apparent forwardness of the Court of France; it’s
a horrid consideration that our own Safety should call on us to involve
other nations in the Calamities of War. Can this be morally right or have
Morality and Policy nothing to do with each other? Perhaps it may not be
good Policy to investigate the Question at this time.112

G.F. MARTENS, SUMMARY OF THE LAW OF NATIONS 2 (W. Cobbett trans., 1795).
Id. at 122.
106 1 WILLIAM BLACKSTONE, COMMENTARIES *43.
107 Richard Hofstadter, The Founding Fathers: An Age of Realism, in THE MORAL FOUNDATIONS OF
THE AMERICAN REPUBLIC 62, 62 (R.H. Horowitz ed., 1986).
108 See Justin Cooper, The State, Transnational Relations, and Justice: A Critical Assessment of Competing
Paradigms of the World Order, in SOVEREIGNTY AT THE CROSSROADS?: MORALITY AND
INTERNATIONAL POLITICS IN THE POST-COLD WAR ERA 3, 6 (Luis E. Lugo ed., 1996).
109 Id.
110 ALEXANDER HAMILTON, ‘PACIFICUS’ NUMBER 2, reprinted in LETTERS OF PACIFICUS AND
HELVIDIUS, supra note 48, at 15, 21.
111 See supra notes 42–45 and accompanying text.
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104
105

(2012) J. JURIS 61

THE JOURNAL JURISPRUDENCE

A further clue to the thinking of the time can be seen in an exchange John Adams
had with the King of England in 1785 while serving as ambassador to that
country.113 King George III said that he had heard that Adams did not have the
most favorable view of the French. Taken aback, Adams replied that his only
attachment was to his own country.114 The king replied that “[a]n honest man will
never have any other.”115
The Founders accepted the individual/state analogy when they spoke of the “law
of nations.” Thomas Jefferson wrote that the law of nations had three
components: ”1. The Moral law of our nature. 2. The Usages of Nations. and 3.
Their Special Conventions.”116 To modern ears, “Moral law of our nature” sounds
like something that may be used to justify the duty to protect civilians, but
Jefferson made clear that this was not what he meant. Just as the Creator created
man with certain moral duties towards other men, when men aggregate into states,
those states have the same moral duties regarding one another.117 To Jay, “the just
causes of war, for the most part, arise either from violations of treaties or from
direct violence (emphasis in original).”118 These, and countless other statements,
show that the Founders did not believe that what other governments did to their
own people was any of their business.
As “Pacificus,” Hamilton addressed the argument that the Neutrality Proclamation
showed ingratitude towards the French. He heaped scorn on those who would
make France the “shrine” at which “we are continually invited to sacrifice the true
interests of the country.”119 He rejected the idea that a concept as fuzzy as
gratitude could guide relations between nations.120 While individuals may behave
altruistically towards one another, nations doing the same was unheard of.121 And
this was the way things should be. Hamilton wrote that, “[i]ndeed, the rule of
morality in this respect is not precisely the same between nations, as between
individuals. The duty of making its own welfare the guide of its actions, is much
stronger upon the former[.]”122

Id. at 44.
Id. at 45.
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It was morally acceptable, of course, for one individual to act altruistically towards
another. But a national leader was rarely, if ever, justified in doing the same. In a
footnote, Hamilton spelled out that “[t]his conclusion derives from the reflection,
that under every form of government, rulers are only trustees for the happiness
and interest of their nation, and cannot, consistently with their trust, follow the
suggestions of kindness or humanity towards others, to the prejudice of their
constituents.”123
Thomas Jefferson is widely quoted with coining the phrase “empire of liberty” in a
1780 letter.124 Jefferson defended the bloodshed in France, writing to William
Short that he would rather “have seen half the world desolated” than the French
Revolution fail.125 Considering him an expansionist president, most historians
believe that as president Jefferson sought to enlarge the United States more out of
a desire to spread liberty than out of classical nationalist motivations.126 When told
that annexing Louisiana could lead to disunion, for example, the president was
unfazed, saying that he would wish the secessionists well in their new republic.127
Despite the Jefferson presidency, the Hamiltonian view is considered to have
prevailed among the founding generation,128 and for most of the rest of American
history.129 And whatever Jefferson’s motivations were, his public pronouncements
on foreign policy lack the idealism of his letters. In the aftermath of the Neutrality
Proclamation, Jefferson realized that political expediency required him to temper
his enthusiasm for the French cause.130 The same difference between public and
private statements can also be seen with regards to his expressed opinions on the
Louisiana purchase. In his First Inaugural Address, President Jefferson expressed
gratitude that the young nation was detached from “the exterminating havoc of
one quarter of the globe” and hoped for guidance in “steer[ing] with safety the
vessel in which we are all embarked amidst the conflicting elements of a troubled
world.”131 While there were many assertions that the United States was a blessed
Id. at 32.
4 PAPERS OF THOMAS JEFFERSON 237–38 (Julian P. Boyd ed., 1951).
125 Quoted in WOOD, supra note 70, at 180–81.
126 See ROBERT W. TUCKER & DAVID C. HENDRICKSON, EMPIRE OF LIBERTY: THE STATECRAFT
OF THOMAS JEFFERSON 159 (1992).
127 Id. at 160.
128 See Norman A. Graebner, Realism and Idealism, in 3 ENCYCLOPEDIA OF AMERICAN FOREIGN
POLICY 314–15 (Richard Dean Burns, Alexander DeConde, & Fredrik Logevall eds., 2002); HANS
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and exceptional country, there was no indication that part of its mission was to
spread liberty to other people. In fact, Jefferson expressed satisfaction that
Americans were “too high-minded to endure the degradations of the others.”132
While this phrase can be interpreted in a number of ways, it seems to contrast the
American refusal to tolerate infringements of liberty with the passivity of other
nations. The implication is that the people of the United States were uniquely
qualified for republican government. Jefferson’s statements on the Louisiana
Purchase in his Second Inaugural, in contrast to his private statements on the
matter, emphasized nationalist expansion and said next to nothing about spreading
liberty.133 Though more committed to free trade, Jefferson’s Republican party was
no different than the Federalists in seeking to stay out of Europe’s wars.134
To the extent that Jefferson believed that the United States would change the
world, he, like Paine, thought it would do so by setting an example for other
countries.135 Paine himself wholeheartedly supported revolutionary struggles to
depose despotic government, and his Rights of Man was addressed to British
subjects and caused the government to convict him in absentia for treason.136 But
at the same time, Paine opposed other governments interfering in these civil wars
and was against the French attempts to spread their revolution by force.137 Even
these positions, moderate by today’s standards, were savaged by the Federalists.138
According to McDougall, the founding generation believed that “the exceptional
calling of the American people was not to do anything special in foreign affairs, but
to be a light to lighten the world.”139 The views of the Founders ranged from those
who cared very little about changing the world in a more liberal direction, to those
who wanted to put history on the right path via example. Early American leaders
rejected both the descriptive and normative foundations of modern idealism.
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C. Realism, Human Nature, and the War Powers
Scholars are nearly unanimous in believing that the Founders intended to place the
powers over war and peace in the hands of Congress.140 There were two main
reasons for this choice. First of all, concentrated power was bad in and of itself.
Early Americans were adamant that one man would not be able to determine
when the country went to war. In a discussion on the treaty power, Hamilton
wrote that “[t]he history of human conduct does not warrant that exalted opinion
of human virtue which would make it wise in a nation to commit interests of so
delicate and momentous a kind, as those which concern its intercourse with the
rest of the world, to the sole disposal of a magistrate … as would be a President of
the United States.”141 Similarly, James Wilson, considered perhaps the leading
constitutional scholar of the founding generation,142 stressed that “[i]t will not be
in the power of a single man, or a single body of men,” to involve the nation in
war.143
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Of course, when the country had actually committed itself to war, only a unitary
executive could make a proper commander-in-chief.144 Thus, if there was to be a
division of power at all regarding issues of war and peace, Congress would need to
be the branch with the power to commit the country to war. Hamilton argued that
while the president would be commander-in-chief, one could not say he was as
powerful as the King of England since the American executive could not initiate
hostilities.145 Madison wrote that the war powers framework was based on “a great
principal in free government, analogous to that which separates the sword from
the purse, or the power of the executive from the power of enacting laws.”146
The second reason that the president could not be the one to initiate wars was
because the chief executive had too much of an incentive to start them. Of course,
the entire system of constitutional government was based on the assumption that
each branch would seek to expand its own power, and would therefore check the
other two.147 If executives generally benefited from wars, it followed that the
president would have an incentive to be more hawkish than the national interest
required. Madison, in a letter to Jefferson, wrote that all of history had shown that
the executive had the most to gain by war, and thus was more likely to seek it.148
Therefore, the Constitution had “accordingly with studied care vested the question
of war in the Legisl.”149 Madison’s theory would be called into question when,
years later, he sat in the White House as Congress clamored for war with
England.150 Time, however, did not make him less war averse; Madison responded
to events by arguing that, except in the case of invasion, not even Congress should
have the right to declare war without a two-thirds majority in each house.151
One may ask why the Founders were not worried about errors in the other
direction. Assuming that power over the federal government is a zero sum game,
as the Madisonian system does, perhaps one could have predicted that Congress
would want a suboptimal amount of war, simply because war, whether in the
public interest or not, increased executive power. The answer is that they believed
that the country was more likely to fight too many wars, rather than too few. Not
only that, but the costs of unnecessary wars went beyond the money and lives
THE FEDERALIST NO. 74 (Alexander Hamilton), supra note 89, at 396 (“Of all the cares or
concerns of government, the direction of war most peculiarly demands those qualities which
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directly lost. Madison believed that perhaps the biggest potential threat to liberty
was war, since it led to taxes, standing armies, and more executive discretion.152 He
blamed military establishments for extinguishing the liberties of ancient Rome and
continental Europe, crediting Britain’s geographical isolation for her relative
freedom.153 Jefferson held similar views on war’s relation to liberty.154 Therefore,
although it provided for national preservation,155 the Constitution was designed to
otherwise avoid war as much as possible.156 At the Convention, George Mason, in
discussing the war powers, is recorded as saying that he was “for clogging rather
than facilitating war, but for facilitating peace.”157
A final clue as to how the Founders’ understanding of human nature shaped the
way they divided the powers of war and peace comes from some of the reasons
they put forth as to why nations actually went to war. When the Founders relaxed
the realist assumption that nations acted as self-interested units, it was to assume
that national leaders acted selfishly, or sometimes irrationally with a bias towards
bellicosity. Jay reflected that “however disgraceful it may be to human nature, [ ]
nations will make war whenever they have a prospect of getting anything by it; nay
absolute monarchs will often make war when their nations are to get nothing by
it,” but their associates would benefit.158 This once again suggests that too much,
rather than too little, war was the main concern. Not only were wars not in the
national interest to be guarded against, but the nation was to also seek to avoid
unjust wars that did benefit the country.
Madison made the case for a stronger union based on national security grounds.
Surveying the contemporary situation in Europe, he thought that if war broke out,
the resulting passions would make it highly unlikely that the United States would
be able to avoid “insults and depredations.”159 The irrational passions war stirred
up was just another reason to avoid it, and part of the reason why it led to more
taxation and debt.160 Surely, if people would get excited and foolishly fight wars
when there was little or no national interest at stake, the Founders must have
considered it extremely unlikely that the public would err in the other direction.
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In The Federalist No. 6, Hamilton reflected on the “innumerable” causes of war.161
They included commercial rivalry and even personal animosity between leaders.162
He believed that the vast majority of wars throughout history, however, were
fought over territorial disputes.163 But those kinds of wars were at least rational.
Pericles, by contrast, “in compliance with the resentment of a prostitute, at the
expense of much of the blood and treasure of his countrymen, attacked,
vanquished, and destroyed the city of the Samnians.”164 Hamilton added that “[t]he
influence which the bigotry of one female, the petulance of another, and the cabals
of a third had in the contemporary policy, ferments, and pacification of …
Europe” were “too often descanted upon not to be generally known.”165 While
Federalist No. 6 was not directly addressing the relative merits of legislatures and
executives, Hamilton must have realized that legislatures by their nature were less
likely to start conflicts over personal slights.
To conclude, since the nature of combat required that the president be the
commander-in-chief of the army, the principal of separation of powers
necessitated that Congress have the power to declare war. Also, while weakness in
foreign policy catalyzed the creation of the Constitution, once the centralized
government was formed the Founders worried more about the nation fighting too
many wars than the possibility of it fighting too few. The president always had an
incentive to fight wars, whether for glory or personal vanity. This was another
reason that he could not be the one with the power to initiate hostilities. When
one also considers that American diplomacy, until at least the late nineteenth
century, reflected a skepticism over the extent to which foreign policy could
increase the well-being of non-Americans,166 it is little wonder that in a world in
which states constantly fought each other for vain, selfish, and frivolous reasons,
and there was little hope of doing global good anyway, the young country would
be best served by avoiding entanglements with other nations to the greatest extent
possible.167
II. THE REALIST ASSUMPTIONS OF WAR POWERS SCHOLARS
War powers scholars continue to hold the same realist assumptions as the
founding generation. The functional arguments of these scholars depend on the
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classical model of international relations. While they often discuss material changes
and new threats that have emerged since the time of the founding,168 since after
The Imperial Presidency ideological or moral changes are either ignored or treated
very cursorily. I go about showing this to be the case by breaking up these scholars
into two broad categories: the critics of greater executive power and its defenders.
A. Critics of Presidential Power
The term “imperial presidency” was popularized by Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.’s 1973
work of that title.169 Schlesinger concluded that the Founders’ concerns about the
powers of war and peace being vested in one man were still valid.170 He was unique
in acknowledging how ideological changes have contributed to the expansion of
executive power.171
For the constitutional crisis had arisen in the first instance from the belief
that the United States must serve as the guardian of freedom everywhere
on the planet. The globalist policy called for an impassioned sense of
ideological mission, a readiness to intervene unilaterally in the affairs of
other states and a capacity to dispatch armed forces at will to the far
corners of the world. It called, in consequence, for the concentration of
authority, secrecy, speed and discretion in the Presidency.

If such interventionism was vital to national survival, Schlesinger continues, then
the constitution could not stand in its way.172 But he did not think it was, and thus
concluded that because such use of power does “not promote national security”
and can “not succeed in its own terms,” we should at least stick to policies that
conform to the Constitution.173 Congress can regain its rightful role only when
American goals abroad become less ambitious.174
Schlesinger was writing in the aftermath of Vietnam, a war he believed discredited
the idea that the executive branch should have exclusive control over foreign
affairs.175 Future scholarship should investigate whether Schlesinger’s critique of
See YOO, supra note 7, at ix–x; Rostow, supra note 20, at 39.
SCHLESINGER, supra note 2.
170 Id. at 282–84.
171 Id. at 298.
172 Id. at 299.
173 Id.
174 Id. at 299–300.
175 Id. at 296–97.
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internationalism is still relevant in the post-Cold War era, in light of relatively
successful humanitarian interventions such as those in Libya and Kosovo.176 But
the importance of Schlesinger’s work is that it relies on originalism while
conducting a functional analysis that acknowledges that the goals of American
foreign policy have changed since the founding.
Executive critics in the decades since have simply assumed that the modern goals
of American foreign policy are the same as they were at the founding. In their
books, modern executive critics usually make their case about why the issue is
important in their introductions and conclusions, using the bulk of their works to
review the intentions of the Founders and historical practice. Irons begins War
Powers by saying that he is “examin[ing] the most fateful questions the American
people have faced in the nation’s history: why and how we go to war.”177 This issue
is important because of the number of American and civilian lives lost due to war,
as well as the subversion of constitutional rights that conflict abroad causes. 178 In
his conclusion, Irons regrets the extent to which the war powers have shifted to
the president.179 While he prefers more peaceful presidents such as William
McKinley and Jimmy Carter to more hawkish ones such as George W. Bush, he
regrets that in the post-World War II era “the imperatives of the American empire,
have, in effect, forced” every president to take “military action to protect [its]
imperial interests.”180 These interests are “rooted in the demands of corporate and
financial institutions for access to resources and markets.”181
Irons provides little evidence for this assertion. He acknowledges that Korea, for
example, had little in the way of resources ripe for corporate exploitation, but
maintains the importance of its strategic location in “Asia, with [its] vast resources
and potential markets.”182 Of course, this theory as to why presidents fight wars
explains everything, and thus nothing. One could similarly say that the Serbian
intervention was fought in the interests of major corporations because Serbia is in
Europe or that the motivations of the Libyan intervention were the same because
that country is in Africa. Africa and Europe, no less than Asia, have “vast
Schlesinger held on to his position to at least 1989, as he made clear in an epilogue to a new
edition of The Imperial Presidency. See id. at 498 (“If [an interventionist] foreign policy is essential to
the future of the republic, then the constitutional reformers are right and the nation needs a new
constitution … But if a messianic foreign policy does indeed burst the limits of the Constitution,
then the wisdom of the Framers is even greater than one had supposed. For so vainglorious a
foreign policy is hopeless on the merits.”).
177 IRONS, supra note 18, at 1.
178 Id. at 1–2.
179 Id. at 265.
180 Id.
181 Id.
182 Id. at 265–66.
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resources and potential markets.” Of course it may very well be the case that
American wars are fought for corporate interests, but Irons does not present any
public choice model or empirical evidence, such as a memoir or historical work
documenting corporate lobbying, that supports his view on the motives behind the
Korean War. The most Irons does is show that a handful of former defense
secretaries and other high officials have moved between the private and public
sectors.183
Irons goes on to cursorily acknowledge the ideological reasons behind the Cold
War, but believes that it was at least as much about conflicting national interests
between the United States and Soviet Union.184 He faults the current “Beltway
elites” for their views that the president can unilaterally launch wars in order to
defend American interests abroad.185 There is little to no acknowledgement that
policy making elites are motived by their views of humanitarian intervention or a
proper role for the United States in maintaining the world order—not even to
argue that such views are masks for other interests.
Seth Weinberger opens his book Restoring the Balance by stressing how important
the issue of the wars powers is in the post-9/11 world.186 He lists a few reasons
why unlimited presidential power in this area is problematic.187 Weinberger’s
concerns, like those of Irons, to a great extent regard the erosion of civil
liberties.188 He justifies his preferred war powers balance by arguing that it
“provides the country with the means to protect itself physically from external
threats and structurally from internal ones.”189
Weinberger’s conclusion notes that the world has changed since the time of the
founding; the Cold War in particular required a stronger executive to take quick,
decisive action.190 After the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the paradigm changed and
Congress practically ignored Clinton’s decisions to fight wars in Kosovo and
Somalia, where there were little to no American interests at stake.191 9/11, of
course, changed the world again, imposing new demands on the system to protect

Id. at 267.
Id. at 266.
185 Id. at 266.
186 SETH WEINBERGER, RESTORING THE BALANCE: WAR POWERS IN THE AGE OF TERROR 1–2
(2009).
187 Id. at 6.
188 Id. at 10–14.
189 Id. at 16.
190 Id. at 134.
191 Id.
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the country.192 But the legislature must remain as a check as we give the executive
enough power to defend the nation.193
The author cites Madison for the proposition that the executive’s ambition must
be balanced by the ambition of Congress194 and worries about a new American
Caesar.195 We see many of the assumptions here held by the Founders: that the
balance of powers debate is one about national interest and that the president’s
power will aggrandize unless stopped. The idea that the United States acts for
ideological or humanitarian reasons is not given any kind of serious analysis;
rather, it is dismissed as something we did before 9/11 and which does not merit
being part of a deep examination of the optimal balance of power between the
political branches.
Michael Glennon’s book on the war powers concludes with a chapter called
“National Security: Congressional Oversight and Judicial Review.”196 He takes
issue with those who argue as if “the state” is an independent entity for whose
well-being foreign policy is made, instead calling for a more individual-centered
approach.197 To the extent that national security requires unconstitutional action,
the author would rather that we acknowledge the conundrum instead of
pretending that unconstitutional acts are actually legal.198
Glennon ends his book by expressing his admiration for the Constitution.199
Flawed as the document is, it still serves the national interest and following it is a
path superior to that of “mimic[ing] the dictatorships we have vanquished.”200
Glennon fears the imperial presidency, and wants wars to be fought in the national
interest only, but never recognizes that an alternative view as to the extent of
American responsibility in the modern world even exists.
B. Executive Defenders
The defenders of the president’s expanded war powers fall into a few camps. Some
answer the executive critics’ originalist arguments, while others argue that the
world has changed and thus the Constitution is outdated. Yoo takes a hybrid
position, arguing that the Founders intended a constitution which allowed the war
Id. at 134–35.
Id. at 137.
194 Id. at 133.
195 Id. at 139.
196 GLENNON, supra note 2, at 283.
197 Id.
198 Id. at 284–85.
199 Id. at 327.
200 Id.
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powers to move back and forth between the president and Congress depending on
the needs of the nation.201
All of these executive defenders, however, share realist assumptions. Although
they are more sanguine than executive critics about executive and American
motives, one would not infer from reading them that there have been changes in
value judgments since the time of the founding. They mention changes in
normative ideas about how to balance the interests of the United States and the
rest of the world obliquely or in passing.
Emerson, in discussing the constitutionality of the War Powers Resolution, sees
his task as explaining what is to happen when Congress and the President disagree
on the need to “us[e] [ ] the Armed Forces in defense of American lives, liberty,
and property.”202 He concludes that the president was meant to have an active role
in the defense of the nation, although this did not mean that he could launch a war
of aggression. Instead, the president could single-handedly decide to use military
force only in self-defense.203 Emersen, like the Founders, only contemplates two
kinds of wars. The good ones are fought to defend the country, the
unconstitutional ones for imperialistic ends.
Rostow relies on Hamilton’s publications as “Pacificus” to make the case that the
president is to have control over foreign policy.204 He considers Hamilton’s letters
definitive and believes Madison’s response was lacking.205 And we should be
thankful that this is the system we have, since if the War Powers Resolution was in
effect and actually worked, the Union would not have survived the Civil War,
Roosevelt could not have done what was necessary to involve the country in
World War II, and Kennedy would not have been able to diffuse the Cuban
Missile Crisis.206 He traces the controversy over the issue to the nation being
unable to come to a consensus about the best system for self-defense in the
modern world.207

YOO, supra note 7, at 295 (“A more comprehensive approach to [originalist] sources reveals that
the original understanding does no dictate a specific process for foreign affairs decisions, but
instead that the Framers anticipated a more fluid, flexible process.”).
202 J. Terry Emerson, The War Powers Resolution Tested: The President’s Independent Defense Power, 51
NOTRE DAME LAW. 187, 195 (1975-1976).
203 Id. at 213–14. See also Robert F. Turner, The War on Terrorism and the Modern Relevance of the
Congressional Power to “Declare War”, 29 HARV. J. L. & PUB. POL’Y 519, 531–32 (2001-2002) (arguing
that the President does not have the right to launch a war of aggression).
204 See Rostow, supra note 20, at 13–15.
205 Id. at 15.
206 Id. at 2.
207 Id. at 51.
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Posner and Vermeule make the case that the Constitution has failed in checking
executive law-making and discretion.208 Believing that checks on presidential power
are structural and political, they argue that presidents use signaling to enhance their
credibility on issues where the public has difficulty evaluating their intentions.209
Some examples of this in foreign policy are Franklin Delano Roosevelt appointing
Republicans to cabinet positions, Truman making alliances with Republican
lawmakers, and both President Bushes seeking international support before
attacking Iraq.210 Posner and Vermeule find these situations similar in that “[a]
nation or group like Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union, Iraq, or Al Qaeda …
threatens U.S. interests.”211 The public has no way of evaluating whether the
American response to these threats is proper, and so the president in each
situation sought out ways to increase his credibility.212 Posner and Vermeule
assume that the goal of U.S. foreign policy, just like the goal of domestic policy, is
to maximize the well-being of American citizens. They do not consider whether
American politicians ever makes tradeoffs between the welfare of the United
States and that of the rest of the world, much less whether they should do so.
John Yoo advocates a flexible system of war making based on originalism.
According to him, the Founders’ silence on the issue of setting foreign policy
indicates that they meant to leave it to the political process.213 Yoo defends the
power of the president to make war on two grounds. From an originalist
perspective, he believes that at the time of the Founding, the “executive power”
included control over a nation’s foreign affairs. Therefore, Article II, which vests
the executive power in the president, provides the originalist and textualist case for
the current arrangement.214 In 2004, however, Bradley and Flaherty convincingly
showed that this originalist “vesting clause thesis” could not be maintained.215
Yoo’s second argument is pragmatic and functional. In the introduction to The
Powers of War and Peace, he says that his functional analysis works whether one
bases his worldview on realism or institutionalism, the latter which he defines as
confidence that “nations can cooperate in various ways to escape a prisoner’s
POSNER & VERMEULE, supra note 17, at 2–5.
Id. at 124.
210 Id. at 124–27.
211 Id. at 129.
212 Id.
213 YOO, supra note 7, at 88.
214 Id. at 18–19.
215 See generally Curtis A. Bradley & Martin S. Flaherty, Executive Power Essentialism and Foreign Affairs,
102 MICH. L. REV. 545 (2004). See also Julian Davis Mortenson, Executive Power and the Discipline of
History, 78 U. CHI. L. REV. 377, 393–97 (2011) (finding that “Yoo's discussion of the Founding is
thoroughly unconvincing on any of the national security questions that matter”).
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dilemma.”216 Neither view incorporates humanitarian intervention. Yoo believes
that a unitary executive is “an ideal to guide foreign policy” because it can “take
rational action on behalf of the nation in the modern world.”217 Throughout his
works, Yoo’s functional analyses assume descriptive and normative realism.218
Yet, Yoo will occasionally relax his realist assumptions. He even acknowledges at
one point that “[i]t is difficult to claim, with a straight face, that American
intervention in Kosovo was necessary for purposes of national self-defense;
indeed, the United States never claimed as much.”219 More often, he blurs
considerations of national interest and those of serving humanity. At one point, he
argues that conflicts like those in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Kosovo represent the
“demands placed on the U.S. Constitution by new forms of international
cooperation.”220 Wars in the past were self-interested and against nation states or
ideological foes, while “[t]oday’s wars are different.”221 Yoo goes on to explain that
today’s wars are often counter-terrorism operations, or fought in order to preserve
the world order. For example, world leaders worried that the situation in Kosovo
might destabilize Europe and provoke a conflict with Russia.222 He then argues
that it is unlikely that the United States Congress would have approved of an
intervention there, where “direct national interests were hard to define.”223 One
might retort that this was because they did not exist; Yoo’s argument about
destabilization is at the very least questionable.224 But saying this directly would
make the break with Yoo’s realist assumptions too explicit. Instead, Yoo says that
wars used to be fought in the national interests, follows it by saying modern wars
are different, and then, without ever directly acknowledging the place of idealism
in American foreign policy, reverts to discussing new threats to American interests.
Any functional analysis which seeks to determine a desirable framework for action
must clearly define its goals. Yoo is at times ambiguous about whether the United
YOO, supra note 7, at 20.
Id.
218 See JOHN C. YOO, WAR BY OTHER MEANS: AN INSIDER’S ACCOUNT OF THE WAR ON TERROR
2–3 (2006) (arguing that the country cannot afford to treat terrorism as a law enforcement issue);
Yoo, supra note 140, at 305 (arguing that leaving foreign affairs to the political process is in the best
interests of the country).
219 YOO, supra note 7, at 169.
220 Id. at 161.
221 Id. at 161–62.
222 Id.
223 Id.
224 In fact, one of the main arguments against the American intervention in Kosovo was that it
would needlessly burdened the West’s relationship with Russia. See Javier Solana, NATO’s Success in
Kosovo, 78 FOREIGN AFF. 114, 117 (1999). Scholars believe that the motivations behind Kosovo
were humanitarian. See infra Part III.B.2.
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States does or should act in its own interests when those interests diverge with
those of the rest of the world. If we simply ignore these inconsistencies and simply
accept Yoo as a realist, however, then once we show the existence of humanitarian
intervention the analysis must be redone. A model that seeks the optimal number
of wars in the national interest might look somewhat different from one that
attempts to occasionally use military force for idealist ends.
III. THE POST-COLD WAR TURN TOWARDS IDEALISM
The first half of this Part broadly summarizes some of the works of international
relations scholars, who mostly agree that the United States has acted as an idealist
power in the post-Cold War world. Since an entire overview of American foreign
policy is beyond the scope of the Article, Part III.B discusses the clearest
manifestation of American idealism: humanitarian intervention. I show that
America at least occasionally fights wars that are not in the national interest
through three case studies. The United States does not intervene to stop all, or
maybe even most, humanitarian atrocities. Still, the scholarship shows that it does
do so at certain moments when the costs are low enough and the executive is
inclined.
A. The United States as a Wilsonian Power
While Marxist and postmodern critics of American foreign policy have an
influence, realism and idealism are considered the two mainstream empirical and
normative analytical frameworks in the study of international relations.225 Scholars
argue that idealism has been one of the dominant strands, if not the most
dominant strand, in American foreign policy over the course of the twentieth
century.226 The past few decades especially have seen idealism, in the form
preached and practiced by Woodrow Wilson,227 gradually win out amongst
American policy makers.228 Ambrosius defines Wilsonianism as based on the
225 OLE R. HOLSTI, PUBLIC OPINION AND AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY 3 (2007); CHIH-HANN
CHANG, ETHICAL FOREIGN POLICY? U.S. HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTIONS 5 (2011).
226
PRICE, supra note 129, at 261 (quoting Henry Kissinger calling Wilsonian principles the
“bedrock of American foreign-policy thinking”); LLOYD E. AMBROSIUS, WILSONIANISM IN
AMERICAN FOREIGN RELATIONS 2 (2002) (saying Wilsonian principals “provided the dominant
ideology for the United States” in the twentieth century); Russell, supra note 37, at 160
(“Wilsonianism has seized the worldview of contemporary American diplomats and statesmen”);
FRANK NINKOVICH, THE WILSONIAN CENTURY: U.S. FOREIGN POLICY SINCE 1900, at 13 (1999)
(writing that “Wilsonian assumptions” had become “axiomatic for American statesmen”).
227 GRAEBNER, supra note 128, at 322–23.
228 See Stephen M. Walt, The Shattered Kristol Ball, 97 NAT’L INT. 26, 26 (2008) (noting that neoconservatives and liberal internationalists “remain a ubiquitous presence on op-ed pages and TV
talk shows and in journals of opinions,” while “realists have become an endangered species inside
the Beltway and a muted voice in contemporary policy debates”); Justin Logan, Dan Drezner Is
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principals of self-determination, economic globalization, collective security, and
progressive history.229 Wilson himself believed that states could one day move
beyond national interests in foreign policy and instead seek the collective good of
the world.230 Especially post-Cold War, American foreign policy is said to “take []
Wilsonian assumptions for granted.”231 One scholar writes that “[a]lthough during
the Cold War the US was identified with the most ruthless realpolitik, in the postcold war world the US has been associated with the rise of a Neo-Wilsonian turn
towards ethical foreign policy.”232 Another also marks the 1990s as the era when
the Western democracies transitioned from realism to idealism in foreign affairs,
and believes that since the end of the 1990s national interests and humanitarian
concerns have converged.233 Just about every modern American president has held
some Wilsonian views or at least acted as a Wilsonian in some respects. Jimmy
Carter ran on a repudiation of realism in foreign affairs and as President sacrificed
American interests in order to push human rights.234 George H.W. Bush was called
“the first real neo-Wilsonian,”235 and Ronald Reagan “the most Wilsonian of all
presidents since Wilson’s time.”236 A 2009 book begins by asking “Was George
[W.] Bush the heir of Woodrow Wilson?” and goes on to mention the second
“Bush Administration’s embrace of Wilsonian ideals.”237 John Bolton derisively
writes that “Obama's worldview is almost exclusively Wilsonian.”238
(Partly) Wrong about Realism, NAT’L INT., Jan. 12, 2012, http://nationalinterest.org/blog/theskeptics/dan-drezner-partly-wrong-about-realism-6360 (author saying that he cannot “name three
realists who served in senior policy-making positions in the last decade”); Robert W. Merry, Kaplan
and
Mearsheimer:
The
Power
of
Realism,
NAT’L
INT.,
Dec.
29,
2011,
http://nationalinterest.org/commentary/Kaplan-Mearsheimer-Power-Realism-6316?page=show
(referring to realism as “an outlook that has been in eclipse in American policy making for the
better part of two decades”).
229 AMBROSIUS, supra note 226, at 2.
230 HOLSTI, supra note 225, at 9–10.
231 Russell, supra note 37, at 162; Tucker, supra note 154, at 93 (in 1993, writing that it “is [ ]
commonly assumed” that “we are witnessing today the triumph of Wilsonianism”).
232 Alex Gourevitch, Neo-Wilsonianism: The Limits of American Ethical Foreign Policy, in RETHINKING
ETHICAL FOREIGN POLICY: PITFALLS, POSSIBILITIES, AND PARADOXES 25, 25 (David Chandler &
Volker Heins eds., 2007).
233 David Chandler, The Other-Regarding Ethics of the ‘Empire in Denial’, in RETHINKING ETHICAL
FOREIGN POLICY, supra note 232, at 161.
234 MCDOUGALL, supra note 45, at 166–67.
235 Gourevitch, supra note 232, at 40.
236 Tucker, supra note 154, at 84.
237 G. John Ikenberry, Woodrow Wilson, the Bush Administration, and the Future of Liberal Internationalism,
in THE CRISIS OF AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY: WILSONIANISM IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
1, 6 (G. John Ikenberry ed., 2009). The Bush Administration is generally considered to have
adopted neo-conservatism after the September 11 attacks. Martin Durham, The American Right and
the Iraq War, 75 POL. Q. 257, 265 (2005). Neo-conservatism shares many of the same premises as
liberal internationalism, with the main differences being neo-conservatism’s greater skepticism of
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The Wilsonian worldview does not just predominate among American policy
makers, but is the basis of the foreign policy of all major Western nations.
According to Mead,
France, Germany, Italy, and Britain may have sneered at Wilson, but every
one of these powers today conducts its European policy along Wilsonian
lines. What was once dismissed as visionary is now accepted as
fundamental. This was no mean achievement, and no European statesman
of the twentieth century has had as lasting, as benign, or as widespread an
influence. 239
The question of what shifting the war powers back to Congress would mean for a
Wilsonian power can be explored from a variety of angles. For example, future
scholarship could investigate American commitments to preserve the world order
and protect other developed democracies. Under the North Atlantic Treaty, the
United States is obligated to come to the defense of any other member nation
under attack.240 Since its founding, NATO has expanded to include twenty-eight
countries.241 The United States also has bilateral mutual defense treaties with the
Philippines,242 South Korea,243 and Japan.244 Finally, America is also arguably
obliged to defend the four other members of the Southeast Asia Treaty
Organization (SEATO) that are not in NATO and with which the United States
does not have an independent mutual defense treaty.245 The fact that there appears
to be little appetite amongst the general public to live up to American defense

international institutions and willingness to advocate military force. This is why neo-conservatism
has been referred to as “Hard Wilsonianism.” Muravchik, supra note 27, at 20; Walt, supra note 228,
at 26 (referring to liberal interventionists as the “close cousins” of neo-conservatives).
238 JOHN R. BOLTON, HOW BARACK OBAMA IS ENDANGERING OUR NATIONAL SOVEREIGNTY 11
(2010).
239 WALTER RUSSELL MEAD, SPECIAL PROVIDENCE: AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY AND HOW IT
CHANGED THE WORLD 9 (2001).
240 North Atlantic Treaty art. 5, Apr. 4, 1949, 63 Stat. 2241, 34 U.N.T.S. 243.
241 Jomana Amara & Martin Paskevics, Unfulfilled Promises: The Impact of Accession on Military
Expenditure Trends for New NATO Members, 29 COMP. STRATEGY 432, 434 (2010).
242 Mutual Defense Treaty, Aug. 30, 1951, U.S.-Phil., 3 U.S.T. 3947, 177 U.N.T.S. 133.
243 Mutual Defense Treaty, Oct. 1, 1953, U.S.-S. Korea, 5 U.S.T. 2368, 238 U.N.T.S. 1999.
244 Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security, Jan 19, 1960, U.S.-Jap., 11 U.S.T. 1632.
245 Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty art. 4, Sept. 8, 1954, 6 U.S.T. 81, 209 U.N.T.S. 23. It
has been noted that the mutual defense language of the SEATO Treaty is somewhat weaker than
that of NATO. Christopher Hemmer & Peter J. Katzenstein, Why is There No NATO in Asia?
Collective Identity, Regionalist, and the Origins of Multilateralism, 56 INT’L ORG. 575, 578 (2002). While
Article 5 of the NATO Treaty says that an attack on any member is an attack on all, Article 4 of the
SEATO Treaty states that if any party to the treaty is attacked, then each member “will in that
event act to meet the common danger in accordance with its constitutional processes.”
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commitments abroad,246 means that where the war powers are placed might be
very important if an American ally suffered a classic state-on-state attack.247
The focus of this Article, however, is humanitarian intervention. The main reason
for this is that such wars are the clearest example of a foreign policy that takes into
account the interests of non-Americans. While some argue for NATO expansion
on realist grounds,248 there is no dispute about the main motivations behind the
wars reviewed below. In addition to providing conceptual clarity, this makes
humanitarian intervention a useful starting point in determining what returning the
war powers back to Congress would mean for modern American foreign policy.
B. Humanitarian Interventions
Trim and Simms list three criteria for a humanitarian intervention.249 One state
must (a) intervene in the affairs of another (b) state in order to (c) “nominally (and
at least to some extent actually)” stop a humanitarian catastrophe. Since the end of
the Cold War, the number of such interventions has increased exponentially.250
The early 1990s saw enthusiasm for the concept, sometimes referred to as the
“Responsibility to Protect” (R2P), among leaders and intellectuals, and by the early
2000s it was an established principal recognized by international institutions.251
Although some argue that the United States is selective when it comes to
intervening to stop atrocities, no one claims that idealist foreign policy as practiced
is purely altruistic.252 The claim here is simply that humanitarian motives—whether
directly or as manifested through political channels—occasionally lead American
policy makers to take military action. It is not that they engage in wars without
taking the national interest into account at all.
HOLSTI, supra note 225, at 118 (showing that large majorities would want the United States to
stay out of the conflict if North Korea invaded South Korea or other allies were attacked by hostile
powers).
247 Or even a terrorist attack. The only time Article 5 of the NATO treaty was invoked was after
the September 11 attacks. Christian Tuschhoff, Why NATO Is Still Relevant, 40 INT’L POL. 101, 101
(2003).
248 See HENRY KISSINGER, DOES AMERICA NEED A FOREIGN POLICY? TOWARD A DIPLOMACY
FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 42–43 (2001).
249 D.J.B. Trim & Brendan Simms, Towards a History of Humanitarian Intervention, in HUMANITARIAN
INTERVENTION: A HISTORY 4 (Brendan Simms & D.J.B. Trim eds., 2011). See also J. L. Holzgrefe,
The Humanitarian Intervention Debate, in HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION: ETHICAL, LEGAL, AND
POLITICAL DILEMMAS 18 (J.L. Holzgrefe & Robert O. Keohane eds., 2003) (providing a similar
definition).
250 Matthew Jamison, Humanitarian Intervention Since 1990 and ‘Liberal Interventionism’, in
HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION, supra note 249, at 365.
251 Id. at 365–66; Jon Western, Humanitarian Intervention, American Public Opinion, and the Future of R2P,
1 GLOBAL RESP. TO PROTECT 324, 324–25 (2009).
252 See Gourevitch, supra note 232, at 37.
246
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There have been at least three American interventions since the end of the Cold
War that would not have occurred if it was not for humanitarian concerns. They
are the armed interventions in Somalia, Kosovo, and Libya. Below, I sum up the
events surrounding these wars, and note the disagreements of foreign policy
experts. Regardless of whether writers support or oppose these wars, however,
they all agree that the motivations behind them were humanitarian.
1. Somalia
In 1992, Somalia was experiencing one of the worst famines of the twentieth
century, with 3,000 people dying a month by mid-March.253 American and UN
officials found that food shipments aggravated the civil unrest, as armed gangs and
civilians fought for the aid.254 As the Bush administration debated the proper
response, it was pressured by Congress and the media to act.255 President Bush
himself was disturbed by reports coming out of Somalia.256
In October, Congress passed a joint resolution calling for the deployment of
troops to Somalia.257 By the fall of 1992, the Bush administration realized that the
UN-organized relief effort had failed due to its inability to secure Somali ports.258
At about this time, one administration official reports that Bush did not send
soldiers to Somalia because it would embolden attacks by Democratic candidate
Bill Clinton that Bush was neglecting domestic issues.259 After the election,
however, Bush made the decision to intervene and justified it to the American
people exclusively on humanitarian grounds.260
After months of American troops on the ground, the Senate Armed Services
Committee denied a UN request to disarm the Somali warlords.261 Despite this,
after nearly a year of success in delivering food the Clinton administration and UN
decided that the only way to make sure that another humanitarian disaster did not
reappear was to leave Somalia with functional governmental institutions.262 By
August 1993, however, American forces began taking casualties,263 and on October
KENNETH R. RUTHERFORD, HUMANITARIANISM UNDER FIRE: THE US AND UN
INTERVENTION IN SOMALIA 38 (2008).
254 Id. at 38–39.
255 Id. at 39–45.
256 Id. at 41–42.
257 Id. at 54.
258 Id. at 66.
259 Id.
260 Id. at 80–81.
261 Id. at 107.
262 Id. at 119–21.
263 Id. at 148–50.
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4, eighteen Americans were killed and seventy-four wounded.264 Under political
pressure to end the mission as soon as possible, the Clinton administration set
March 31 as the date of US withdrawal.265
After the decision to intervene in Somalia was made, the international community
praised the act as altruistic.266 Experts agree that there was little to no American
interest in Somalia,267 and the American public was only willing to tolerate a
humanitarian intervention if it did not result in unacceptable levels of American
casualties.268 Defenders of the American intervention in Somalia claim that it saved
half a million lives.269 Mandelbaum denounces using such goals as a measure of
success as having a “Mother Teresa” foreign policy.270 Like Hamilton, he believes
that altruism is a wonderful trait in an individual, but cannot be the basis of a
country’s foreign policy.271 Regardless, all observers of the American intervention
in Somalia—whether supporters, critics, or neutral—agree that it was a
humanitarian intervention.
2. Kosovo
On March 23, 1999, NATO began a bombing campaign against the former
Yugoslavia.272 The campaign followed a decade of activism bringing Serbian abuses
of Albanian civilians to light,273 and negotiations between American diplomats and
the combatants involved to stop the fighting.274 The same day, Bill Clinton went
on national television and defended the attack as necessary to protect civilians and
Id. at 160.
Id. at 160, 164.
266 RUTHERFORD, supra note 253, at 79 (“Bush’s decision was viewed by the international
community as honorable and disinterested, seen as part of a new era of world cooperation over
humanitarian concerns”).
267 Id. at 177 (“When George Herbert Walker Bush entered the White House in 1989, it was hard to
imagine that the United States would lead a UN military operation in Somalia four years later,
especially in a country that holds little economic and geostrategic value to the United States.”);
Muravchik, supra note 27, at 24; Martha Finnemore, Constructing Norms of Humanitarian Intervention, in
THE CULTURE OF NATIONAL SECURITY: NORMS AND IDENTITY IN WORLD POLITICS 153, 154
(Peter J. Katzenstein ed., 1996) (“Somalia is perhaps the clearest example of military action
undertaken in a state of little or no strategic or economic importance to the principal intervener.”);
Mohammed Ayoob, Humanitarian Intervention and State Sovereignty, 6 INT’L J. HUM. RTS. 81, 85–86
(2002).
268 RUTHERFORD, supra note 253, at 162.
269 Muravchik, supra note 27, at 24.
270 Michael Mandelbaum, Foreign Policy as Social Work, 75 FOREIGN AFF. 16, 18 (1996).
271 Id.
272 Julie Mertus, Reconsidering the Legality of Humanitarian Intervention: Lessons from Kosovo, 41 WM. & M.
L. REV. 1743, 1745 (1999).
273 Id. at 1743.
274 CHANG, supra note 225, at 124–137.
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preserve European stability.275 The United States saw the intervention in Kosovo
as a precedent for future humanitarian missions under NATO command.276
Realists generally opposed the Kosovo intervention. Mandelbaum, for example,
argued that the war could not succeed on its own terms.277 Because the United
States could not justify the campaign in terms of national interest, public support
would not allow for ground troops and thus NATO could not effectively defend
civilians from the air.278 Yet even these anti-interventionist realists generally
acknowledged that supporters of the war were motivated by humanitarian
concerns.279 Kissinger notes that while the United States was concerned about
human rights violations in Serbia, Iraq was taking steps towards dominating the
Persian Gulf. 280 He sees the greater response to the Kosovo conflict as evidence
“[t]hat Wilsonianism had triumphed over competing traditions in American
foreign policy.”281 Liberal interventionists, on the other hand, did not question the
proposition that American interests were not at stake in Kosovo. Instead, they
criticized the Clinton administration for taking too long to intervene or being
selective in saving European lives while ignoring man-made humanitarian disasters
in Africa of equal or greater magnitude.282 Once again, all sides were in agreement
that what was ostensibly a humanitarian intervention actually was so.
3. Libya
The taming of Mummar al-Gaddafi’s regime in Libya was considered one of the
successes of the George W. Bush presidency. After decades of seeking weapons of
mass destruction (WMD) and supporting terrorism, in 2003 the Gaddafi regime
rejoined the international community by abandoning its quest for WMDs and
paying restitution to the relatives of the victims of the 1999 Lockerbie bombing.283
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pointing to unforeseen consequences).
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President Bush and Vice-President Cheney cited Libya as a vindication of the Bush
Doctrine,284 and neo-conservative intellectuals followed their lead.285
In 2011, what began as protests against the Gaddafi regime spread into a rebellion
that engulfed the country.286 The rebels organized in the East, made some gains,
and were eventually pushed back by Gaddafi’s forces.287 On March 17, the UN,
after heavy lobbying by the American ambassador, authorized the use of force in
order to protect civilians in the areas about to be recaptured by the government.288
The war’s main aim quickly became to overthrow Gaddafi, and in October 2011
he was killed by rebels.289
Advocates of the Libya bombing saw it as a clear case of humanitarian
intervention,290 as did its critics.291 Bolton wrote that there could be a good
argument made for removing Gaddafi on national interest grounds, but opposed
the Obama administration’s undertaking of the war as a humanitarian enterprise.292
Mezran does not believe that there was a national interest at stake; in fact, he
argues that the American intervention increased the odds of a terrorist
organization finding a haven in Libya.293 This is not the only potential harm to
national security; the Libyan intervention likely had a negative effect on the cause
of nuclear proliferation. Gaddafi was attacked after making peace with the United
States and disarming; this can be expected to teach other leaders of “rogue states”
that they would be best served by holding on to their WMDs.294
It was reported that President Obama decided on the necessity of intervention
only after being convinced that American inaction would lead to thousands of
Id. at 47–48.
See Charles Krauthammar, Op-Ed., The Doggedness of War, WASH. POST, Dec. 26, 2003, at A35;
Fred Barnes, It Doesn’t Get Any Better Than This, WEEKLY STANDARD, Dec. 29, 2003.
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(2011).
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18, 2011, at 32.
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deaths.295 This decision, however, was not made before a struggle between realists
and idealists within the President’s cabinet.296 Among the members of the Obama
administration advocating for intervention was Samantha Power,297 a longtime
advocate of humanitarian intervention.298 In France, it was philosopher BernardHenri Lévy, concerned about Gaddafi massacring the insurgents, who convinced
French President Nicolas Sarkozy to take the lead in recognizing the Libyan
rebels.299 Thus, the Libya war was as clear an instance as one can hope to find of
the world of ideas influencing the world of policy.
Even for administration officials attempting to justify the intervention after it
began, it was difficult to articulate an American objective in Libya. The Secretary
of Defense admitted as much to the media.300 When Obama tried to explain the
interests at stake to the nation, he stressed that doing nothing would lead to a
massacre and then said that “[i]t was not in our national interest to let that
happen,” without any transition in between the two statements, almost putting the
burden of proof on non-interventionists to articulate a reason for staying out.301
The half-hearted attempts to invent a national interest were described as the
"‘butterfly effect’ approach to national security … Anything that happens in an
inconsequential place may have unwanted effects in some modestly consequential
place, which in turn may have some possible tangible consequence for our safety
or prosperity.”302 This applies not only to the “national security” justification given
for the Libyan intervention, but the way President Clinton tried to justify the
Kosovo war in terms of American interests.
America has a national interest in achieving this peace. If the conflict persists,
there likely will be a tremendous loss of life and a massive refugee crisis in the
middle of Europe. There is a serious risk the hostilities would spread to the
neighboring new democracies of Albania and Macedonia, and reignite the conflict
Cooper & Meyers, supra note 288.
Id.; Erik Jones, Power, Leadership, and US Foreign Policy, 46 INT’L SPECTATOR 13, 13–14 (2011).
297 Cooper & Myers, supra note 288.
298 See SAMANTHA POWER, A PROBLEM FROM HELL: AMERICA IN THE AGE OF GENOCIDE (2007).
299 Kim Willsher, Libya: Bernard-Henri Lévy Dismisses Criticism for Leading France to Conflict, OBSERVER,
Mar. 26, 2011, at 13.
300 Evan Harris, Defense Secretary: Libya Did Not Pose Threat to U.S., Was Not ‘Vital National Interest’ to
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in Bosnia we worked so hard to stop. It could even involve our NATO Allies
Greece and Turkey.303
Articulating the “butterfly effect” justifications given for humanitarian
interventions illustrates an important point about finding motivations behind wars:
leaders will always claim that a war is in the national interest and as a general
matter proving a negative is very difficult. However, to the extent that we can
discern the motivations behind the interventions in Somalia, Kosovo, and Libya,
experts in international relations agree that these were humanitarian missions that
would not have been undertaken if decision makers were not concerned about
human rights, or at least pressured by those who did.
It was not foreordained that the Obama administration would intervene in Libya.
There was a realist faction within the White House, and with a different president
they might have prevailed.304 One need not agree that idealism is the only
intellectual strand in American foreign policy, nor that it is even the dominant one,
as most scholars believe.305 Rather, simply accepting that idealism plays a
prominent role in American foreign policy decision making forces us to reconsider
certain aspects of the wars powers debate.
IV. UPDATING THE WAR POWERS ANALYSIS
Any discussion on whether a system of war powers works on a functional level has
to begin by specifying what the goals the system should seek are. With the
exception of Schlesinger, all war powers scholars have assumed that the United
States government acts as a realist power, simply trying to maximize its own power
and the well-being of its citizens.306 As this is, at most, only partly true, this Part
clarifies what the results of giving the war powers back to Congress would mean
for humanitarian intervention. I begin by laying out the theoretical model in Part
IV.A. Part IV.B spells out what the model would predict regarding humanitarian
intervention. Finally, Part IV.C investigates public opinion and congressional and
presidential action in the three humanitarian interventions reviewed in Part III. We
find that in each case the president was more willing to use force to stop atrocities
than Congress was, and this was generally true for the reasons predicted by the
model.
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A. Theoretical Model
Recent history has shown that presidents have been more willing to engage in
humanitarian intervention than Congress. Here, I present a model that explains
why, in the form of the five empirical claims on which it is based. First of all, we
see that the public weakly supports humanitarian intervention. Thus, in a system
where intensity of preferences to a great extent determines the political pressure
leaders face to act in certain ways, there will be little pressure for these kinds of
wars. On the other hand, the second premise of the model assumes that political
leaders seek approbation for their actions. This fact, when combined with the
weak public preference for humanitarian intervention, indicates that American
leaders will occasionally face sufficient incentives to engage in humanitarian wars.
The final three premises explain why the executive is more inclined than the
legislature to engage in humanitarian interventions. Individual congressmen face a
collective action problem in receiving approbation for intervening in the affairs of
other states in order to save lives.307 Any accolades and honors that Congress can
be expected to receive for acting humanely would be shared with the institution as
a whole, while any legislature who began championing humanitarian intervention
would bear a disproportionate amount of the costs. A legislature’s opportunity
cost of advocating humanitarian intervention might be delivering on a local
project, the kind of legislative act for which constituents are more likely to give a
congressman credit.308
Fourth, we may believe that leaders genuinely care about foreigners killed by their
own governments. An executive will feel stronger psychological pressures to act
when facing these kinds of tragedies, since individual legislatures are able to engage
in a sort of psychological buck passing. There is historical evidence suggesting that
presidents and others in the executive branch feel psychological pressure to act to
stop atrocities overseas,309 as well as psychological literature indicating that
307 See Yvonne Rudin & Mark Pennington, Public Participation and Local Environmental Planning: The
Collective Action Problem and the Potential of Social Capital, 5 LOC. ENV’T 153, 157–58 (2000) (on the
concept of the collective action problem).
308 See THOMAS KNECHT, PAYING ATTENTION TO FOREIGN AFFAIRS: HOW PUBLIC OPINION
AFFECTS PRESIDENTIAL DECISION MAKING 7–8 (2010).
309 The memoirs of the last two presidents show a concern for the human rights of those in less
fortunate countries. See GEORGE W. BUSH, DECISION POINTS 220–21, 333–36 (2010) (Bush
discussing his satisfaction with how the fall of the Taliban improved the prospects of Afghan
women and the increase on spending to fight AIDS in Africa during his presidency); 2 BILL
CLINTON, MY LIFE: THE PRESIDENTIAL YEARS 419–20, 512 (2005) (Clinton writing of being
touched by the story of a Rwandan victim and explaining that the main motivation for the
bombing of Serbia was to stop the killing of civilians). The extent to which leaders are sincere when
they talk of their concern for human rights matters little for our purposes. A president may
genuinely care about human rights or simply say he does after leaving office out of a desire for
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individuals are less inclined to help others when they see bystanders in the same
position to act behaving passively. Finally, even if a majority of Congress wants to
undertake a humanitarian intervention and overcomes all the issues already
mentioned, it may not be able to come to an agreement about the proper course to
take. This is different from the situation in a war fought in self-defense, where
such issues are thought of as tactical and within the proper domain of executive
power.
1. The Public Weakly Supports Humanitarian Intervention
As foreign events generally have less of an influence on the public than domestic
events, we would expect Americans to have less knowledge about what goes on
overseas, as well as relatively weaker opinions on foreign policy. This is indeed
what we find.310 Those who oppose humanitarian intervention should not do so
strongly, because the financial costs are distributed across society, rather than paid
by a concentrated group with much to lose.311 At the same time, Americans who
support humanitarian intervention may not lobby all that effectively for their
preferences because they do not financially gain from such wars. How strong their
preferences are, however, is an empirical question.
It is possible that some foreigners would be able to make effective lobbyists, since
they would be seeking concentrated benefits and the costs of military action are
widely distributed across society.312 Indeed, scholars have made arguments that
certain foreign lobbies have too much influence on the issues they care about.313
Yet these lobbies tend to be from groups that are relatively well-off by
international standards, rather than being composed of groups that are subject to
humanitarian atrocities in areas with little strategic interest to the United States.
There is no known “Somali lobby” or “Tutsi lobby.” So while there may be groups
who would have much to gain by lobbying Congress for the concentrated benefit
of not being murdered, the fact that they are in the position of being killed en masse
approbation. In either case, he at least shows a desire to be thought of as a humanitarian, which
should lead to policies that take the interests of the world into account.
310 KNECHT, supra note 308, at 4.
311 See MAXWELL L. STEARNS & TODD J. ZYWICKI, PUBLIC CHOICE CONCEPTS AND APPLICATIONS
IN LAW 250–54 (2009).
312 Id. Of course, I am speaking of financial costs. Those who fight the wars as soldiers carry a
large, concentrated burden, but the military establishment is not known for being dovish in foreign
affairs. In fact, many public choice scholars argue that government workers seek to create more,
not less, work for themselves. Id. at 342–46 (on the agency expansion hypothesis).
313 See JOHN J. MEARSHEIMER & STEPHEN M. WALT, THE ISRAEL LOBBY AND U.S. FOREIGN
POLICY (2007); Nancy Bernkopf Tucker, China-Taiwan: US Debates and Policy Choices, 40 SURVIVAL
150, 158–59 (1998) (“Washington policy-makers consider the Taiwan lobby to be second only to its
Israeli counterpart in its persuasive powers and national reach.”).
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in the first place—even setting aside issues of language and cultural difficulties and
distance—indicates that they would be in no position to make effective lobbyists.
Humanitarian intervention is extremely popular among the American public.
Polling has shown that between just under two-thirds to 83 percent of the
American population believes that the United States should act to prevent
atrocities committed by governments against their own people, at least as a general
proposition.314 However, there are good reasons to believe that that popularity
does not translate into Congress taking steps to enact these preferences, and much
depends on the way the question is framed. In 2005, Eichenberg reviewed polling
data on American attitudes towards foreign intervention. He found a difference in
political support for humanitarian and peacekeeping missions, even when
pertaining to the same conflict.315 For example, a survey question that asks whether
the United States should participate in “stopping the fighting” in Rwanda is
classified as a peacekeeping question, while one that asks whether the United
States should simply deliver food aid is classified as gauging the public’s attitude
on a humanitarian intervention.316 He finds that “support for almost any question
that mentions peacekeeping is generally low and very stable”317 and “[o]verall
public support does indeed vary with the purpose of the mission: support for
traditional ‘realpolitik’ missions is generally higher than for ‘interventionist,’
humanitarian missions.”318 Surveyors have taken the humanitarian
intervention/peacekeeping distinction into account and now often mention that
Americans might become involved in the fighting when soliciting opinions on
potential humanitarian interventions.
Western shows that public support for humanitarian intervention is a “permissive”
condition; the American people support humanitarian interventions, but will not
“demand” that their government carry them out. Nor will they penalize leaders for
refusing to act.319 For example, the pressure to intervene in Somalia came from
government bureaucrats and NGOs rather than the general public, and the
Clinton administration suffered no discernable political costs for ignoring the mass
killings in Rwanda.320 Jentleson and Britten note that “[t]here is no standing
constituency for using military force, but there is also not an overwhelming
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blocking group.”321 This argument is consistent with the finding that the public is
relatively indifferent towards foreign policy.322 Another caveat that must be added
is that the public will prefer just about any alternative to military force to deal with
a problem.323
Thus, we can predict that American leaders will be passive in the face of
humanitarian tragedies. This is indeed what we find, and it is precisely this
criticism of selectivity that critics of American policy point to.324 Still, there is a
countervailing force pushing policy makers in the opposite direction. This is the
second assumption of the model, and it explains the fact that we do actually see
some humanitarian interventions in practice.
2. Politicians Seek Approbation, Especially from the Elite
Cowen and Sutter have constructed a model in which presidents seek fame,
defined as “approbation at a national or global level.”325 The Founders understood
this motivation, believing that war brings glory to the executive, making it the
branch too eager to initiate hostilities.326 Jay reflected on the reasons that absolute
monarchs made war, among them “purposes and objects merely personal, such as
a thirst for military glory, revenge for personal affronts, [or] ambition.”327 Madison
argued that in war, “laurels are to be gathered; and it is the executive brow they are
to encircle.”328 In modern terms, one manifestation of the executive desire for
glory takes the form of presidents being concerned about their legacies.329 Today,
of course, glory does not come from being a great conqueror, but acting in ways
that win approbation in the modern world.330
Bruce W. Jentleson & Rebecca L. Britton, Still Pretty Prudent: Post-Cold War Public Opinion on the
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A corollary of this assumption is that leaders will be especially concerned about
how they are viewed by other elites, both during their term and after they retire.
Members of the elite will write the history books, decide whether future
catastrophes are blamed on this administration or the next, and collectively decide
what a leader’s legacy will be. Humanitarian intervention in particular has wide
acceptance among the modern Western establishment.331 This reflects the fact that
the contemporary elite culture of the West reinforces internationalist, humanitarian
norms. Huntington has demonstrated that American elites, consistently and across
a variety of issues, tend to be more internationalist than the general population.332
He coined the term “Davos man,” to refer to those who have more culturally and
morally in common with other elites than they do with their own countrymen.333
Huntington writes that, within nations, “[s]omeone whose loyalties, identities and
involvements are purely national is less likely to rise to the top in business,
academia, the media and the professions than someone who transcends these
limits.”334
Thus, despite the fact that there is no domestic American constituency that has a
direct economic interest in humanitarian intervention, the existence of such
undertakings is explained by cultural and ideological factors. The American people
are generally indifferent to supportive of humanitarian intervention and the idea
has wide acceptance among policy elites. These two assumptions, however, tells us
nothing about whether the legislature or executive is more likely to support these
kinds of wars.
3. Congress Has a Collective Action Problem in Claiming Credit for
Humanitarian Interventions
Of course, legislatures are members of the elite, just as presidents are. But there
are reasons why we may expect them to care less about approbation in the field of
foreign affairs than the executive does. The most important reason is that there is
a collective action problem in Congress, in that any individual Congressman would
share the praise or blame for preventing or failing to prevent a humanitarian
atrocity with the institution as a whole. This is implicit in the Founders’ arguments
that the executive is more prone to war because of the “glory” it entails. Indeed,
the public judges the president on national issues, while evaluating members of
See supra note 251.
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Congress based on their records on domestic and local concerns.335 Legislatures
are better to able to take credit for local, narrow accomplishments than
achievements on the national and international plane.336 Thus, the president has
more motivation to act to stop humanitarian atrocities, whether he is seeking
reelection, to be well liked generally, or both. This logic applies to claiming credit
among the elite class as much as it does to gaining approbation among the general
public.
There is historical evidence for this assumption. After leaving office, President
Clinton said that his biggest regret was not intervening in Rwanda.337 In his final
days in office, he had been frantically working on a solution to the PalestinianIsraeli problem, and commentators consider this use of time to have been
motivated by legacy concerns.338 Clinton may very well have genuinely desired
peace in the Middle East and regretted not stopping the Rwanda slaughter, but to
the extent to which he sought approbation for his actions as president he had an
extra motivation to intervene in foreign states that would have had much less of an
influence on individual legislatures.
4. The Psychology of Buck Passing
Even if executives are completely altruistic, it makes sense that an individual
president will feel more psychological pressure to stop a humanitarian atrocity than
a member of a large institution who can share in the guilt of remaining passive
with others. Psychological research shows that individuals are less likely to act to
help others when there are other bystanders around.339 For example, when a
person sees an individual stealing, he is less likely to report him when he sees other
individuals witnessing the theft and remaining silent.340 Further, as the number of
passive individuals present increases, the less likely an individual is to behave
altruistically.341 This leads to the hypothesis that a single executive might be more
willing than any individual legislature to take action to stop a humanitarian
catastrophe for psychological reasons unrelated to considerations of fame. Of
course, this is not meant to morally equate leaders who do not support
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humanitarian interventions with bystanders who decline to help a stranger in
distress; obviously, the moral questions surrounding humanitarian intervention are
much more complex than those involved in day-to-day personal decision making.
But to the extent that leaders genuinely believe in humanitarian intervention, those
who make up part of a collective body may feel less psychological pressure than a
single executive to commit forces when they believe it is morally necessary.
5. The Nature of Humanitarian Interventions
In a war of national defense, after Congress declares war, the Commander-inChief and the military determine the best way to defeat the enemy. In a
humanitarian intervention, however, the goals are usually less clear.342 Congress
may therefore be less willing to explicitly delegate power in such situations. For
example, just days after the nation was attacked on 9/11, Congress passed a joint
authorizing the president to go after the perpetrators.343 Similarly, after Congress
became convinced that Saddam Hussein had weapons of mass destruction, it
authorized the president to use force to enforce UN resolutions against his
regime.344 In the case of Kosovo, however, the Clinton administration was placed
in a difficult situation, being criticized by Congress before and after the war began
both for doing too much and doing too little.345 In a humanitarian intervention,
questions arise over how victory is to be defined, whether ground troops should
be used, how much the United States is to take responsibility for what goes on in
the country, and how much risk members of the armed services are to take for the
sake of civilians. Saddam Hussein, the Taliban, or even Al Qaida may be defeated,
but a nation can never be sure that it has permanently accomplished the mission of
stopping the people of another country from killing one another.
We can imagine a Congress divided into three camps of equal size. One faction
wants to send ground troops into a country to stop a government from
committing humanitarian atrocities against its citizens, another wants to simply
conduct airstrikes, and the last wants to stay out of the conflict. While a majority
(two-thirds) of Congress may want to intervene, nothing happens because no
single position has majority support. This could be the case even if all the
interventionists would rather have some kind of action instead of none at all,
because neither of the first two factions wants to give up on its first choice.
342 This is indeed one of the main criticisms of humanitarian interventions. See Jim Whitman, A
Cautionary Note on Humanitarian Intervention, 34 GEOJOURNAL 167, 170–73 (1994).
343 Joint Resolution of Congress Authorizing the Use of Force, Pub. L. 107-40, 115 Stat. 224
(2001).
344 Authorization for Use of Military Force Against Iraq Resolution of 2002, Pub. L. No. 107-243,
116 Stat. 1498 (2002).
345 Steven B. Redd, The Influence of Advisors and Decision Strategies on Foreign Policy Choices: President
Clinton’s Decision to Use Force in Kosovo, 6 INT’L SUD. PERSP. 129, 134–35 (2005).
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B. The Implications of the Model
What we see is a public that is generally indifferent to foreign affairs, but that
weakly supports humanitarian intervention by large margins. Congress will be
unlikely to feel much pressure to act when facing such tragedies. The President, on
the other hand, deals with the same public but has a few reasons why he would be
more likely to intervene. First of all, he is more likely to be judged by the public
based on his performance in foreign affairs. Second, as the Founders wrote,
presidents seek fame and the executive has more of a legacy interest in acting in
ways that bring approbation in foreign affairs. Both these reasons for relative
presidential initiative and congressional passivity are explained by the collective
action problem Congress faces: individual members are less likely to receive praise
or blame for any action, or inaction, they take. While the model also explains why
the president is more likely to be willing to fight wars in the national interest,
whether just or unjust, any gap in war-proneness between the president and
Congress should be magnified in the case of humanitarian intervention for two
reasons. First, there is the internationalist-nationalist division between the
American elite and the masses.346 Second, in humanitarian intervention the goals
are not as clear as they are in wars fought in self-defense, and Congress may have
more difficulty agreeing on a proper course of action in the former.
Just as the model predicts that the president is more likely to take action to engage
the United States in foreign wars in which the country has little national interest, it
predicts that Congress will be relatively passive after the fact. The empirical data
shows that the public weekly supports humanitarian intervention, and even when
it does not the costs of such operations are widely distributed, indicating that there
will not be any effective lobbies present to force Congress to take meaningful
steps to stop the president once he commits the nation to these unwanted wars.
The upshot of the analysis is that when it comes to humanitarian intervention, the
default rule for who gets to declare war is very important. Presidents will generally
be much more willing to use military force than Congress is. If it was possible to
construct a “war powers act that worked,”347 humanitarian interventions would
become much less common, if not nonexistent.
Partisans of the R2P may seek to harness the presidential desire for glory,
discussed by the Founders, towards humanitarian goals. While this is certainly not
the kind of glory or fame that the framers had in mind, we may believe that the
change in values since their time makes executive thirst for glory a reason to put
the wars powers in the hands of the president, instead of keeping it away from
346
347
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him. Those skeptical of humanitarian intervention, whether on moral348 or
practical grounds,349 may argue that the growth of the concept makes it more
necessary than ever to have Congress decide when the nation commits to war.
C. Three Case Studies: Somalia, Kosovo, and Libya
1. The First Post-Cold War Humanitarian Intervention
In the summer of 1992, Somalia was experiencing a dire famine.350 The U.S. Office
of Foreign Disaster Aid indicated that more than two-thirds of the Somali
population may have been facing starvation.351 In June, eighty-eight members of
Congress sent President Bush a letter urging him to give priority to the situation in
Somalia.352 As unarmed humanitarian missions organized by the UN were being
attacked by armed gangs, pressure mounted for armed intervention.353 At the end
of August, under American pressure, the UN Security Council passed Resolution
775, authorizing “all necessary measures” to ensure that food reached those who
needed it.354 While the United States began providing air lifts for relief parties, the
situation on the ground deteriorated.355
In early October, a resolution asking the president to deploy armed personnel to
Somalia passed both houses of Congress.356 Legislatures continued to lobby the
president to intervene and on December 4 the UN Security Council voted to
support intervention.357 The first American soldiers arrived in Somalia in less than
a week.358 After American forces started taking casualties, however, the Clinton
administration decided to withdraw under intense political pressure.359 The
members of the Bush administration, including the president himself, were
reported to have been motivated by a concern over the humanitarian catastrophe
See Holzgrefe, supra note 249, at 29–30.
See BRIAN D. LEPARD, RETHINKING HUMANITARIAN INTERVENTION: A FRESH LEGAL
APPROACH BASED ON FUNDAMENTAL ETHICAL PRINCIPALS IN INTERNATIONAL LAW AND
WORLD RELIGIONS 232–36 (2002); Eric A. Posner, Op-Ed., The Humanitarian War Myth, WASH.
POST, Oct. 1, 2006, at B7 (arguing that “experience shows that humanitarian war is an oxymoron”);
Mandelbaum, supra note 277, at 2–6; Whitman, supra note 342, at 170–73.
350 RUTHERFORD, supra note 253, at 38.
351 Id. at 39.
352 Id.
353 Id. at 39–45.
354 S.C. Res. 775, S/RES/775 (Aug. 28, 1992); RUTHERFORD supra note 253, at 51.
355 RUTHERFORD, supra note 253, at 53.
356 Id. at 54.
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in Somalia.360 Taking these reports at fact value, we see that there are still
psychological motivations for executives to begin wars, even though they are not
the same motivations that existed at the time of the founding.361
The Somalia intervention appears to be a case where the president and Congress
were relatively united. Both sought intervention at the beginning, and both wanted
to withdraw after the United States began taking casualties. However, Somalia may
be a special case. Support for going into Somalia was higher than support for other
humanitarian interventions that came after it.362 This indicates that after Somalia
the American public came to better understand that humanitarian intervention
may occasionally lead to casualties, even when the thought is not prompted by the
survey question.363 The mission may have led the public, now understanding that
humanitarian intervention is a type of war, to become less supportive of such
engagements. In any event, it is important to note that neither the Clinton nor the
Bush administration was forced into or out of Somalia by Congress. At the
beginning and at the end of the conflict, the behavior of the two administrations
roughly tracked public opinion. However, the Senate Armed Services Committee
did reject a UN request to disarm Somali warlords,364 a mission which was
undertaken by the Clinton administration. Thus, in Somalia we see a relatively
hawkish executive and a passive Congress, although the gap in behavior between
the branches was not as large as it would be in the cases of Kosovo and Libya.
2. Congress Waffles on Kosovo
On March 23, 1999, the Senate passed a resolution urging the United States and
NATO allies to attack the former Yugoslavia in order to stop Serbian forces from
killing Albanians.365 The House refused to do the same,366 and one day later,
NATO began bombing the former Yugoslavia.367 The very same day, the House
passed a resolution which expressed support for American soldiers and made clear
the reservations of some members of the legislature about the attack, but did not
approve of the war.368 Just over a month later, it rejected a Senate vote authorizing
Id. at 41–42, 78 (“National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft said there was pressure from guilt
over the perception that the West cared little for the problems of black or Muslim populations.
Scowcroft wanted to show that the US decision not to intervene in Bosnia was due to
circumstances and not the Muslim faith.”).
361 See supra Part I.C.
362 See Eichenberg, supra note 315, at 157.
363 See supra notes 315–318 and accompanying text.
364 RUTHERFORD, supra note 253, at 271.
365 S. Con. Res. 21, 106th Cong. (1999).
366 YOO, supra note 7, at 157.
367 Redd, supra note 345, at 130.
368 H.R. Res. 130, 106th Cong. (1999).
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the use of force against the Serbs by a tie vote.369 At the same time, the House
explicitly rejected a resolution calling on the president to withdraw all troops from
the conflict, and along with the Senate appropriated funds for the mission.370
Here we see a clear case of the president wanting to undertake a humanitarian
intervention in a case where Congress would not have done so. The fact that
Congress would not have taken active steps to intervene in Kosovo could have
been predicted from the fact that only 46 percent of the population supported the
use of force in Kosovo before hostilities were initiated, and that number barely
budged after the war began.371 At the same time, there was not the political will to
take meaningful steps to stop the intervention.
President Clinton would claim to have been motivated by humanitarian concerns
in deciding to intervene in Kosovo.372 Others have expressed doubts about this
claim, and argue that the main motivations were political.373 While some
congressmen also wanted to intervene to stop the ethnic cleansing in the former
Yugoslavia, the body as a whole was too split to have come up with a policy.374
Regardless of how we judge Clinton’s sincerity, he ended up initiating a war that
Congress certainly would not have authorized on its own.
3. Obama Overthrows Gaddafi
In mid-February 2011, protests broke out in the Eastern Libyan city of Benghazi
against the repressive rule of Mummar al-Gaddafi.375 As the unrest spread, the
government responded quickly with a crackdown that killed dozens of people.376
The international community responded by freezing Libyan assets and applying
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sanctions on the regime.377 At the beginning of March, the rebels claimed that they
were close to overthrowing Gaddafi.378 By the middle of the month, however,
Gaddafi’s troops were closing in on the rebel stronghold of Benghazi.379 On March
14, the United Nations Security Council began considering a no fly zone.380 Three
days later, with Gaddafi’s forces within 100 miles of Benghazi, the UN Security
Council passed a resolution approving a no fly zone over Libya and authorizing all
necessary steps to stop the killing of civilians.381 The United States had been
instrumental in pushing through the Resolution at the UN.382 Days later, the
NATO bombing campaign began.383
Glennon believes that there was enough time for Congress to consider whether
the Libyan intervention was justified.384 He argues that since the UN considered
the situation in Libya for five weeks, the potential for a humanitarian crisis was
foreseeable and the legislature should have had a chance to decide whether
American involvement was necessary.385 This ignores how quickly the situation in
Libya was developing. While there were protests, clashes, and turmoil in Libya for
at least five weeks before Resolution 1973 was passed, Gaddafi did not begin
closing in on the rebels until less than two weeks before the Resolution. At the
time the UN was debating the no fly zone, the Obama administration had been
preoccupied with similar events in Tunisia, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and
Bahrain,386 not to mention domestic policy concerns. A humanitarian catastrophe
was foreseeable in any one of those countries, but Congress would not have had
the time to debate whether intervention could be justified in each one and under
what conditions. The Obama administration had only become convinced of the
need for a no fly zone the very week the UN Resolution passed.387
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In any event, even if Congress had been theoretically able to approve the Libyan
intervention before the Gaddafi government had routed the rebels, it is unlikely
that it would have done so. In June 2011, ten congressmen filed suit against the
Obama administration, claiming that the war was illegal.388 Even months after the
bombing began, a spokesman for the House majority leader said that the President
had failed to show that the Libyan intervention was in the national interest or
conducive to American policy goals.389 Speaker Boehner himself demanded that
the White House provide a legal justification for the Libya intervention.390 On June
24, 2011, the House of Representatives refused to authorize the war by the
overwhelming margin of 295 to 123.391 The same day, the very same body refused
to cut off funding for the mission.392
We see the same pattern of Congressional passivity that we saw in the Kosovo
intervention.393 Reflecting its constituency, Congress does not set a high enough
priority on foreign policy to take drastic action to stop a fait accompli. It would not
have approved of the Libya intervention ex ante, but it did not end it. Obama
began an attack that could not be justified in terms of the national interest, but
instead did what he thought required by morality and/or concerns over the health
of his legacy.394
CONCLUSION
The Founding Fathers designed a framework for making war that assumed that
nations acted exclusively in their own interests.395 They believed that the Congress
was in the best position to determine when the country needed to defend itself.396
Some war powers scholars argue that technological changes and terrorism force us
to reconsider whether such a system is still adequate.397 These scholars, however,
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never consider the undeniable fact that values have changed since the founding:
people are more likely to consider the interests of those unlike themselves and this
is reflected in the American tilt towards idealism in foreign policy.398
This article takes no position on humanitarian intervention. On the one hand, if
the United States government can prevent an atrocity for relatively little costs,
from a utilitarian perspective the case for intervention seems unassailable.399
However, the very premise of the case, that the United States can in the long run
effect meaningful change abroad, has been challenged.400 And there are still those
who take the Hamiltonian view that representatives of a free people have the
moral obligation to pursue the interests of their own citizens first.401
To this, the internationalists can respond that the American population has itself
accepted humanitarian intervention, albeit weakly.402 Because of the collective
action problems Congress faces, the internationalists could say that the president is
in the best position to enact the preferences of the nation.403 Under this argument,
it is the American people who have decided that the United States should be an
idealist power and the law scholar is simply proposing the best way to enact
majority preferences.
What the interventionists must realize, however, is that without the ability of the
president to unilaterally commit the nation to war there will be fewer humanitarian
interventions, if any at all. If the power to make war was still exclusively in the
hands of Congress, the Serbian and Libyan, and likely Somali, interventions would
never have happened.404 The United States did not intervene in Rwanda, but the
fact that President Clinton claims that not doing so is his greatest regret405
indicates that his conscious was bothering him about it, he regrets not acting for
the sake of his legacy, or both. These motivations that influence a president have
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little effect on individual congressmen, who tend to be more parochial and better
able to shift the blame for not acting in the face of tragedy.406
Of course, some have argued that the Kosovo intervention was a failure,407 and the
jury is still out on Libya. We may believe that the Founders were wise in creating a
government that only sought the happiness of its own people, and that a president
who seeks glory by doing good is no less dangerous than a president who seeks the
same by being an imperialist.408 Further, our system of government, it can be
argued, gives Congress the power to make law, and law-making is not simply about
getting the result that the majority desires; individual legislatures and Congress as
an institution are supposed to take cardinal preferences into account. If 80 percent
of the population supports humanitarian intervention but the majority does not
care enough to prioritize the issue, then we may say that the system works as it is
supposed to when this preference is not enacted.
The Article takes no position on whether the original understanding of the war
powers should control or whether humanitarian intervention is normatively
desirable. What it seeks is to do is make explicit that the assumptions about
international relations that war powers scholars hold are mistaken, or at least
incomplete. There is no reason that the branch in the best position to decide when
the interests of the nation are threatened must also be the same branch that can
give us an optimal amount of humanitarian intervention.409 With regards to the
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latter kind of war, however, Congress is not likely to authorize the optimal number
on its own initiative, unless we believe that that number is close to zero.

compared to congressional intransigence regarding humanitarian interventions, we may
hypothesize that what determines whether Congress approves of a war is whether the American
people can be convinced that such a war is in the national interest. See supra Part III.B. This is
consistent with data showing that the public is more supportive of realist missions and less
supportive of Wilsonian wars. Eichenberg, supra note 315, at 149.
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