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    To the architects of the postwar order — who understood that law without enforcement is aspiration, and that aspiration, sustained long enough, becomes institution.
 
And to those in every generation who choose, at personal cost, to speak constitutional truth to executive power.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "A democracy does not go to war in the manner of an emperor — issuing decrees from a palace and expecting silence in return. It goes to war through argument, authorization, and accountability. When it loses the habit of argument, allows authorization to atrophy, and permits accountability to become partisan theatre, it has not merely weakened a constitutional provision. It has quietly renegotiated the social contractbetween the governed and the power to kill on their behalf — and it has done so without their knowledge, and without their consent."
 
  — Dr Naim Tahir Baig
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Preface
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This book began with a question I could not stop asking: was Donald Trump’s war policy a rupture with the postwar tradition of American executive war-making, or a variation — however sharp — within patterns that stretch back to Truman? The question is not idle. It bears on how scholars should write the history of this period, on what counts as constitutional precedent, on whether the institutional architecture that Americans have inherited from the postwar settlement remains capable of constraining executive war-making, and on what the international order can be expected to absorb before something durable breaks. It is a question that journalists, lawyers, members of Congress, and former administration officials have answered with energy and conviction, often without the comparative scaffolding the question requires. The conviction with which competing answers are offered is itself a symptom of a pathology this book is designed to diagnose.

I call that pathology the exceptionalism trap. Both the celebrants and the condemners of Trump’s foreign policy have rhetorical incentives to treat him as sui generis. For supporters, the framing of Trump as a singular disrupter elevates his presidency into a transformative event whose deviations from precedent are virtues; for critics, the framing of Trump as without precedent in his disregard for democratic norms produces the moral clarity that mobilizes political opposition. Both framings are politically functional. Both are analytically costly. Each forecloses the comparative inquiry that alone can determine where Trump’s record fits in the long arc of American executive war-making, and each substitutes a posture toward the man for an account of his actions. This book proceeds on the assumption that exceptionalism is not an analytical starting point but an empirical conclusion that requires demonstration through systematic comparison. Such a finding may emerge from the inquiry; it cannot be assumed at its outset.

The structure that organizes this book reflects that conviction. Seven analytical dimensions — constitutional authority, doctrine, alliance posture, use of force, coercion short of war, war termination, and decision-making process — are deployed across the comparative chapters to disaggregate the global question into manageable parts. The seven were not arrived at casually. They are the dimensions on which the comparative-presidency literature has produced sufficient prior scholarship to permit careful comparison; they are the dimensions that bear directly on the question of whether the imperial presidency thesis remains descriptively powerful in the second quarter of the twenty-first century; and they are the dimensions on which contemporary observers have most aggressively claimed Trump’s exceptionalism. Each chapter tests those claims against the comparative record. The findings are dimensional rather than global. The rupture/variation binary that frames the book’s central question is, in that sense, a heuristic for organizing the inquiry rather than its conclusion: the evidence partially disassembles it, leaving in its place a more granular and analytically durable account.

On Sources and the Limits of Contemporary History

Writing about a presidency that is still in office imposes methodological constraints that scholars of more distant administrations do not face. The classified cables, the internal NSC memoranda, the full presidential daily briefings, the precise intelligence assessments that informed specific decisions — these will not be available for decades. The Foreign Relations of the United States series, the gold-standard primary documentation for postwar American foreign policy, has not yet reached the period covered by Chapters 4 and 5. The intelligence record will declassify in stages over the next thirty to fifty years, and historians of the future will revise the judgments offered here in light of evidence I have not been able to consult.

What is available is extensive but uneven: executive orders, public statements, congressional testimony, the texts of formal agreements, National Security Strategies and their unclassified annexes, contemporaneous reporting from credible outlets, and a memoir literature of unusual richness. Each category carries distinct epistemic weight and demands distinct methodological apparatus. I have tried throughout to differentiate among them — to treat journalistic sources as corroborating rather than definitive, to read participant memoirs as motivated documents whose self-presentation must be triangulated against the contemporaneous record, and to weigh scholarly analysis against the limits of what it could observe at the time of its composition. Where the evidence does not permit confident judgment, I have said so. Where the analysis of the second term must be more provisional than the analysis of the first, I have flagged the asymmetry. The scholar of contemporary history works within constraints that the historian of more distant periods does not, and the appropriate response to those constraints is calibration rather than confident assertion.

I have made a particular methodological choice that warrants explicit defence. The two-term structure of the Trump presidency permits a comparative case structure with shared actor — the same president operating under materially different institutional and international conditions — that single-term analysis cannot support. I have used that structure to examine which patterns persist across both terms (and therefore reflect durable presidential preference) and which differ (and therefore reflect the influence of personnel, institutional constraint, or the international environment). This is not a controlled experiment in any rigorous sense; the conditions co-vary in too many ways for clean causal inference. But the structure permits pattern-identifying comparison that no other available design can support, and I have used it where it generates analytical leverage and acknowledged its limits where it does not.

On the Theoretical Frameworks Employed

This book stands on the shoulders of three traditions in the study of the presidency. The first is the imperial-presidency tradition associated with Arthur Schlesinger Jr. and refined by Andrew Rudalevige and Louis Fisher. The second is the strategic-culture tradition associated with Walter Russell Mead, whose four-traditions typology has structured much subsequent debate about the cultural foundations of American foreign policy. The third — newer, less frequently engaged in comparative-presidency work, and absorbed into this book’s apparatus only after substantial reflection — is the deliberative-constructivist account of constitutional authority developed by Mariah Zeisberg in her award-winning War Powers: The Politics of Constitutional Authority. Zeisberg’s framework occupies a productive middle position between Schlesinger’s legal-textualist account and the pure-politics account of Eric Posner and Adrian Vermeule, and it has shaped this book’s analysis of when and why constitutional constraints actually bind. Each of these traditions illuminates a great deal; each casts shadows. The book’s effort has been to use them in combination, to surface the tensions among them, and to register where the evidence pushes against frameworks I find otherwise persuasive.

I am especially indebted to the recent generation of legal scholars working at the intersection of constitutional law and national security — Jack Goldsmith, Curtis Bradley, Marty Lederman, Oona Hathaway, Rebecca Ingber, Stephen Vladeck — whose Lawfare and Just Security commentary has been indispensable for understanding the operation of the Office of Legal Counsel, the doctrinal evolution of inherent Article II authority, and the legal architecture of the wars of the post-9/11 era. The legal-political analysis in Chapter 6 would not have been possible without their public-facing scholarship, and I have tried to credit their specific contributions in the apparatus.

I owe equal debts to the scholars working on alliance reliability (Mira Rapp-Hooper, Daryl Press, Jonathan Mercer, Stacie Goddard), economic statecraft (Henry Farrell, Abraham Newman, Daniel Drezner, Carla Norrlöf), war termination (Tanisha Fazal, Sarah Kreps, the late Fred Iklé), and intelligence-presidential relations (Robert Jervis, Joshua Rovner). Each chapter draws on the scholarly literature relevant to its dimension, and each chapter has been improved by the engagement. Whatever errors remain are mine.

On Audience and Purpose

This book is written for several audiences simultaneously. The first is the community of scholars working on the comparative presidency, executive power, and American foreign policy — the readers most likely to test its dimensional verdicts against alternative readings of the evidence and to extend the argument into domains the book does not reach. The second is the legal community working on war powers, executive emergency authority, and the constitutional architecture of national security. The third is the practitioner audience — former and current officials, congressional staff, and analysts working in research institutes — who will read the book against their own observation of the events it analyses. The fourth is the general reader who is not a specialist but who has watched the events of the past decade with concern and wants a careful analytical account of what they mean for the institutional inheritance Americans share. I have tried to write for all four audiences without pandering to any of them.

What the book is not is a polemic. I have sought, throughout, to write at the temperature of analysis rather than the temperature of advocacy. There are places — in the analysis of the second-term Greenland episode, in the assessment of the partisan-deference dynamic that has neutralised congressional war powers, in the rendering of the constitutional-authority verdict on the June 2025 strikes against Iranian sovereign territory — where the evidence supports findings that critics of the administration will read as vindication. There are other places — in the assessment of the Term I record on Russia, in the recognition that Trump’s strike volumes followed Obama’s rather than introduced a new pattern, in the analytical caution about whether burden-sharing pressure was strategically counterproductive — where the evidence supports findings that supporters of the administration will read as vindication. I have not written to satisfy either readership. The book renders the calls the evidence supports, with the confidence that evidence permits, and acknowledges where the evidence is incomplete or contested. Readers who come to the book expecting confirmation will find passages that disturb their priors. That is not a failure of the book. It is, at least in part, what comparative analysis is for.
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Finally, I am grateful to my family, whose forbearance during the writing of this book exceeded any reasonable measure. They are the implicit audience for the book’s argument that institutions matter, that constitutional architecture is not self-enforcing, and that the political inheritance any society passes to the next generation is a function of choices that the present generation makes. Whatever the book’s contribution to scholarship, I hope it offers them — and other readers who care about the question — a careful account of the choices being made in our time.
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I. Two Strikes and the Interpretive Puzzle

On the night of January 2–3, 2020, a United States MQ-9 Reaper drone fired precision munitions at a convoy of vehicles on the access road leading from Baghdad International Airport, killing Major General Qasem Soleimani, commander of Iran's Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps Quds Force, and Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, deputy commander of Iraq's Popular Mobilization Forces.¹ The strike was executed without prior notification to Congress, without formal authorization under any existing statute that legal scholars could unanimously endorse, and without the consent of the Iraqi government on whose sovereign territory it occurred.² The Pentagon stated that the strike had been conducted to deter future Iranian-backed attacks against American personnel; Secretary of State Mike Pompeo offered the additional justification that Soleimani had been planning an imminent attack against U.S. interests; and the White House submitted to Congress a War Powers Resolution notification so heavily classified that lawmakers could not read even its legal rationale.³ Within days, the Iraqi parliament passed a resolution demanding the withdrawal of all foreign troops, Iran launched ballistic missiles at bases housing American personnel in Iraq, and scholars of international law found themselves arguing about a set of questions that had not been posed so acutely since the invasion of Iraq: whether an anticipatory strike against the military commander of a state with which the United States was not formally at war could constitute lawful self-defense, whether the 2002 Authorization for Use of Military Force could plausibly authorize force against an Iranian general traveling on what his government described as a diplomatic mission, and whether Congress retained any meaningful role in such a decision.⁴

The Soleimani strike was not simply a dramatic operational event. It was a constitutional provocation. National Security Adviser Robert O'Brien initially claimed the 2002 AUMF provided statutory authority; legal scholars across the political spectrum dismissed that reading as without merit, since the authorization had been passed to address the threat posed by Saddam Hussein's Iraq, not to authorize force against the government of Iran.µ The administration ultimately rested its authority on Article II of the Constitution—the commander-in-chief power—and on a classified Office of Legal Counsel memorandum that Congress was not permitted to see. Whether this represented a dramatic expansion of executive war-making authority or a deployment of authority that previous presidents had already claimed was precisely the question that scholars, lawmakers, and administration officials contested in the weeks and months that followed.

Five and a half years later, in the early morning hours of June 22, 2025, the United States executed Operation Midnight Hammer, deploying seven B-2 Spirit stealth bombers, over 125 aircraft in total, and a submarine carrying Tomahawk cruise missiles against three Iranian nuclear facilities: the Fordow Uranium Enrichment Plant, the Natanz Nuclear Facility, and the Isfahan Nuclear Technology Center.⁶ Fourteen GBU-57A/B Massive Ordnance Penetrator bunker-buster bombs struck the deeply buried facilities at Fordow and Natanz; over two dozen Tomahawk missiles targeted Isfahan. The operation unfolded over twenty-five minutes. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Dan Caine described the initial damage assessments as showing that all three sites had sustained “extremely severe damage and destruction.”⁷ President Trump announced from the White House—flanked by Vice President Vance, Secretary of State Rubio, and Secretary of Defense Hegseth—that “Iran's key nuclear enrichment facilities have been completely and totally obliterated” and warned that if peace did not come quickly, the United States would target “other targets.”¸

The June 2025 strikes differed from the Soleimani strike in scale, in target set, and in geopolitical context. They came within a twelve-day conflict between Israel and Iran that had begun with Israeli strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities and scientists on June 13 and would end with a ceasefire on June 24. The United States had been engaged in indirect diplomatic negotiations with Iran since April 2025; those talks collapsed after the Israeli campaign commenced. The IAEA had reported in May 2025 that Iran had accumulated over 408 kilograms of uranium enriched to sixty percent purity—enough, if further enriched to weapons-grade, for multiple nuclear weapons—and had censured Iran on June 12 for failing its obligations.¹ Against this backdrop, Trump authorized the American strikes, again invoking Article II constitutional authority, again without congressional authorization. UN Secretary-General António Guterres convened an emergency Security Council session and warned that the strikes marked “a dangerous escalation” that risked “serious damage to the international order.”¹°

Together, these two episodes frame the interpretive puzzle at the center of this book. They share a president, a reliance on unilateral executive authority, and a strategic logic centered on maximum pressure against Iran. But they differ analytically. The Soleimani strike was a targeted killing of a single commander justified as anticipatory self-defense; the June 2025 operation was an offensive strike against a sovereign state's nuclear infrastructure involving strategic bombers and over a hundred aircraft, conducted in the context of an ongoing regional war. The constitutional questions raised by each were structurally similar, but the scale of the later action pushed them to a new register of urgency. By February 2026, Trump had launched yet another military campaign against Iran, triggering the War Powers Resolution's sixty-day clock and then arguing—over bipartisan objection from legal scholars—that the clock had stopped with a partial ceasefire.¹¹

These episodes force upon scholars of the American presidency the question this book is designed to answer. Should we understand what Trump has done as a rupture with the postwar tradition of American war-making, or as a variation—however sharp—within patterns that stretch back through Obama's Libya, Bush 43's Iraq, Clinton's Kosovo, and Reagan's Grenada and Lebanon? The book's answer is not that one of these framings wins, but that both are partial: the truth is dimension-specific, and the apparent dichotomy itself is part of what the comparative method is designed to reveal. On some dimensions—the assertion of unilateral Article II authority, the use of sanctions and economic coercion, the pressure on allies to share burdens—Trump represents intensification of trends well established before he arrived. On others—the scale and directness of the challenge to alliance commitments, the explicit transactionalism of coercive economic tools applied to friends and adversaries alike, the particular decision-making pathologies documented in the memoir record—he departs from precedent in ways that the existing comparative literature has not yet fully measured. And on still others—the structural incapacity of Congress to enforce its constitutional war powers under conditions of unified partisan government—he reveals latent tensions in the postwar order that predated him but that his presidency has made visible with unusual force. The rupture/variation binary is a heuristic for organizing the inquiry; it is not the inquiry's conclusion.

II. The Exceptionalism Trap

The dominant interpretive tendency in writing about Trump's foreign policy has been exceptionalism: the claim that Trump is so unlike his predecessors that the normal tools of comparative political analysis cannot contain him. This tendency appears across all three bodies of literature this book surveys and has shaped public and scholarly debate in ways that are analytically costly. It needs to be named and resisted.

The exceptionalism framing has several sources. The first is genuine: Trump is, in important respects, an unusual president. His rhetorical style—the social media outbursts, the public attacks on allies, the explicit personal transactionalism in dealing with foreign leaders—has no close precedent in the modern era. His explicit rejection of the liberal internationalist consensus that governed both Democratic and Republican foreign policy from Truman through Obama was stated in terms more radical than anything since the pre-World War II isolationists. His contempt for the institutions of the postwar order—NATO, the World Trade Organization, the Iran nuclear agreement, the Paris Climate Accord—was not merely rhetorical; he withdrew from real agreements and imposed real costs on real alliances. These facts are not in dispute, and a scholar who explained them away entirely would be engaged in motivated reasoning of a different kind.

The second source of the exceptionalism framing is political. The acute polarization of the Trump era has made balanced analysis difficult to sustain publicly, and both defenders and critics have had strong incentives to treat Trump as unprecedented—defenders to celebrate his revolutionary break with a failed establishment, critics to mark his presidency as a constitutional emergency. Both framings benefit from exceptionalism: the revolutionary-break narrative requires that Trump be genuinely unlike his predecessors; the constitutional-emergency narrative requires that his departures from norms be categorically different from the departures of previous presidents. Both narratives sacrifice analytical precision for rhetorical effect, and both have made the comparative enterprise harder to conduct without being immediately recruited into one partisan frame or the other.

The third source is structural to the journalistic genre that has dominated the Trump literature. Journalistic narrative, at its best, captures the texture of specific events, the personalities of specific actors, and the internal dynamics of specific institutions. It is less well designed to address questions of pattern and comparison, which require abstraction from the particular and measurement across cases. The Woodward books and the Baker/Glasser account are extraordinary works of reporting precisely because they are rooted in the specific and the sourced. But the form does not naturally lend itself to the question of whether what Trump did before the Soleimani strike is best understood as continuous with or discontinuous from what Clinton did before the Kosovo campaign, or what Reagan did before the Grenada intervention. That question requires a different methodology.

The exceptionalism trap does not mean that Trump is not exceptional in any meaningful sense. It means that exceptionalism is not an analytical starting point but an empirical conclusion that requires demonstration through systematic comparison. The claim that Trump expanded executive war-making authority beyond precedent is a testable proposition; it requires careful examination of what Reagan, Clinton, Bush 43, and Obama actually claimed and did. The claim that Trump did more damage to the alliance system than any predecessor is equally testable; it requires examining Eisenhower's Suez confrontation with Britain and France, Nixon's unilateral shocks of 1971, and the transatlantic split over the Iraq War. The claim that Trump's coercive economic statecraft represents a qualitative departure requires comparing his sanctions and tariff regimes with Obama's Iran sanctions architecture, Carter's Soviet grain embargo, and Reagan's pipeline sanctions. In each case, comparison may well support a finding of genuine novelty—but it will certainly not support such a finding on every dimension simultaneously. This book conducts that comparison.

Where preliminary comparisons have been conducted, they have produced results more nuanced than the exceptionalism framing predicts. Brands's early work found that Trump's actual use of force in the first term was less frequent and less escalatory than his rhetoric suggested, and that his administration maintained or increased military commitments in Europe, the Middle East, and Asia that his campaign rhetoric had placed in question. Dueck's analysis of Republican foreign policy history found that Trump's nationalism was a recurrence of identifiable patterns in the party's foreign policy tradition rather than an invention without precedent. And the most careful legal analyses of the Soleimani strike and the June 2025 Iran strikes found that while the claims of executive authority were expansive and legally contested, they were structurally continuous with the authority claims made by Obama in Libya and Syria, Clinton in Kosovo, and Reagan in Grenada and Lebanon—cases in which Congress also failed to act and in which the constitutional basis for executive action was also disputed. These preliminary comparative findings do not settle the rupture-or-variation question; they demonstrate that the question requires more systematic comparative work than has yet been conducted, and that this work will likely produce dimensional rather than global verdicts. The rupture/variation binary that frames this book is, in that sense, a heuristic for organizing the inquiry rather than its conclusion—a scaffold the evidence will partially disassemble, leaving in its place a more granular and analytically durable account of where Trump fits in the long arc of American war policy.

III. The State of the Literature: Epistemic Status and Source Criticism

The existing literature on Trump's war and foreign policy can be organized into three categories—journalistic accounts, participant memoirs, and scholarly analysis—that carry different epistemic statuses and require different methodological apparatus. Conflating them, or treating them as equivalent inputs, produces analytical errors. Each category is assessed in turn.

The journalistic literature is, by any measure, extraordinary in scope and detail. Bob Woodward's trilogy—Fear (2018), Rage (2020), and Peril (2021, with Robert Costa)—provides an unparalleled window into the internal dynamics of the Trump White House, drawing on hundreds of hours of interviews with firsthand participants, personal diaries, notes, and contemporaneous documents.¹² Fear covers the first two years of the first term, documenting the persistent tension between Trump's instincts and the restraining efforts of senior officials including James Mattis, H.R. McMaster, and Dan Coats. Rage extends through the 2020 election year and incorporates seventeen on-the-record interviews with the president himself. Peril covers the end of the first term and the transition, with close attention to the period between the November 2020 election and January 6, 2021. Peter Baker and Susan Glasser's The Divider: Trump in the White House, 2017–2021 (2022), based on nearly three hundred interviews including two sessions with Trump himself, plus diaries, memos, contemporaneous notes, and text messages, provides what The Washington Post called “the most comprehensive and detailed account of the Trump presidency yet published.”¹³

What is the appropriate epistemic status of these accounts? As primary sources for the internal atmosphere of presidential decision-making, they are of high value and no scholar of the period can afford to ignore them. But they carry the characteristic limitations of their method. Journalistic reconstruction relies on sources who speak on background or on the record after the fact, who have their own interests in how events are narrated, and who may misremember or selectively recall. The triangulation that characterizes the best of this genre—Woodward and Baker/Glasser are both scrupulous about seeking multiple sources for specific scenes and quotations—raises the epistemic floor but does not eliminate uncertainty. Specific quotations attributed to participants may represent composites, paraphrases, or the accounts of observers rather than direct transcription. For the specific claims about policy decisions that this book draws on, the appropriate practice is to treat journalistic sourcing as corroborating or suggestive evidence rather than definitive documentation, and to prefer cases where journalistic accounts can be triangulated against the public record, official documents, or multiple independent sources. The temptation to treat a single Woodward scene as sufficient evidence for a sweeping interpretive claim about presidential decision-making must be resisted.

The memoir literature from Trump's own administration is rich but requires the most intensive source-critical apparatus of the three categories. John Bolton's The Room Where It Happened (2020), Mark Esper's A Sacred Oath (2022), Nikki Haley's With All Due Respect (2019), and Mike Pompeo's Never Give an Inch (2023) collectively provide insider perspectives on the major first-term national security decisions.¹⁴ They are invaluable for the internal debates they reveal—over Syria, North Korea, the Soleimani deliberations, the Iran maximum pressure decision—and for the glimpses they offer of how the NSC actually functioned. But they are, by their nature, motivated documents in a specific sense: they are written by officials who served under the president, most of whom were fired, marginalized, or compelled to resign, and who have obvious incentives to present their own contributions as restraining and wise and the president's instincts as impulsive and uninformed. The divergences among these accounts are themselves analytically significant. Where Bolton sees impulsive adventurism in the Soleimani decision, Pompeo's account presents a coherent coercive strategy. Where Esper describes systematic institutional norms under assault, Haley's earlier memoir presents a more cooperative portrait of Trump's national security process. These divergences do not mean all accounts are equally accurate; they mean that historians must triangulate among them, weight them against the public record, and remain alert to the structural incentives that shape what each author chooses to emphasize or omit. The appropriate practice is to treat memoir accounts as first-person testimony with identified interests, to be weighed against corroborating or contradicting evidence from other sources, and never to be cited as sole support for factual claims that remain contested among participants.

The scholarly literature is more modest in volume than the journalistic and memoir categories but more constrained in method and more durable in analytical value. Hal Brands's American Grand Strategy in the Age of Trump (2018) provides the most analytically sophisticated early assessment, arguing that even as Trump's rhetoric disrupted the postwar consensus, his actual policy exhibited considerable continuity with predecessors on counter-terrorism, European defense, and the management of the Chinese challenge.¹µ Writing in Survival in 2017, Brands described Trump as an “unexceptional superpower”—a formulation this book develops and extends by adding the systematic dimensional comparison that his essay collection format could not sustain.¹⁶ Colin Dueck's Age of Iron: On Conservative Nationalism (2020) situates Trump within a longer history of Republican foreign policy, identifying the nationalist and populist currents that preceded Trump and would survive him.¹⁷ The edited volume The Trump Doctrine and the Emerging International System (2021), assembled by Stanley Renshon and Peter Suedfeld, brings together scholars from multiple theoretical perspectives to analyze Trump from historical, psychological, and comparative vantage points.¹⁸

The scholarly works have their own limitations. They were written before the second term began. They could not incorporate the full evidence of two complete terms or the documentary record that will eventually be available. And none has undertaken a fully systematic comparison across all seven analytical dimensions applied throughout this book. The appropriate epistemic standard for scholarly claims in this domain is explicit specification of evidence, acknowledgment of alternative interpretations, and transparent reasoning about how the available evidence supports or fails to support the interpretation offered. This book attempts to meet that standard, while acknowledging that the incompleteness of the documentary record makes some claims unavoidably provisional.

IV. Three Frameworks That Pressure the Imperial Presidency Thesis

The book's primary conceptual backdrop is Arthur Schlesinger Jr.'s imperial presidency thesis, and two bodies of theory—Mead's foreign policy traditions framework and the war powers scholarship of Louis Fisher and William Howell—receive systematic treatment in Chapter 1. But the Introduction is also the appropriate place to engage three bodies of scholarship that complicate and partially destabilize the imperial presidency thesis this book partly inherits, because acknowledging those complications at the outset is both intellectually honest and analytically productive.

The first is Mariah Zeisberg's War Powers: The Politics of Constitutional Authority (2013), which advances what she calls a rejection of the “settlement thesis”—the idea that there is a determinate constitutional answer to the question of which branch has authority to take the country to war.¹⁹ Zeisberg argues that the Constitution's war powers provisions are genuinely indeterminate: they generate structured interbranch conflict rather than a hierarchical resolution, and that conflict, when it functions well, is itself the mechanism by which legitimate authority for military action is constructed. What matters constitutionally is not which branch prevails but whether the conflict between branches engages each branch's distinctive capacities and produces the kind of deliberative process that the Constitution's structure envisions. On this account, the imperial presidency thesis—which frames executive war-making authority as a deviation from a constitutionally correct baseline of congressional control—misreads the constitutional structure. The Constitution did not establish congressional primacy in war; it established a competitive relationship whose outcome would vary with the political and strategic conditions of each era.

Zeisberg's framework has significant implications for this book. If the constitutional baseline is competition rather than congressional control, then the relevant question about Trump's war policy is not whether he exceeded a fixed constitutional limit but whether the interbranch competition her framework prescribes actually occurred—and whether the particular way it did or did not occur reflects the kind of institutional engagement the Constitution envisions. The answer, suggested by the War Powers Resolution's sixty-day deadline controversy and by Congress's repeated failure to enforce it, is that the competition has broken down in a particular and troubling way: not because the president has simply seized power, but because congressional acquiescence, driven by the party dynamics Levinson and Pildes identify (see below), has made the oversight mechanism structurally inoperative. Zeisberg's framework thus shifts the analytical focus from the president's choices to the systemic conditions that enable or disable the interbranch competition the Constitution requires. Chapter 6 develops this analysis in detail.

The second body of scholarship that pressures the imperial presidency thesis is Eric Posner and Adrian Vermeule's The Executive Unbound: After the Madisonian Republic (2010), which argues that the Schlesingerian critique rests on a framework—Madisonian checks and balances as the mechanism for constraining executive power—that has not functioned as designed since at least the New Deal era.²° Drawing on Carl Schmitt's observation that legislatures and courts “come too late” to genuine emergencies, Posner and Vermeule contend that modern crises—whether military, economic, or public health—systematically generate executive delegation from legislative and judicial branches that have neither the information nor the institutional capacity to act with necessary speed. The result is what they call a “post-Madisonian” political order in which the formal separation of powers machinery continues to operate but the substantive checking function has migrated from legal to political constraints: elections, partisan competition, public opinion, and elite reputation rather than legislative veto or judicial review.

Posner and Vermeule's framework is genuinely provocative and not without analytical purchase. It explains why the War Powers Resolution has been structurally ineffective across administrations of both parties: not because presidents have cleverly evaded its requirements (though they have), but because the political conditions that make legislative enforcement credible are precisely the conditions—divided government, strong partisan opposition, public attention to the conflict—that are unlikely to obtain simultaneously. It also suggests that scholars who frame the problem of presidential war-making primarily as a constitutional-legal failure may be looking in the wrong place: the more important constraints on executive war power are political rather than legal, and their effectiveness depends on conditions that vary independently of formal constitutional provisions. The book engages this implication throughout, examining not only what presidents claimed and did legally but what political constraints—congressional pressure, allied protests, public opinion—actually shaped their choices. The limitation of Posner and Vermeule's framework is that it risks normalizing a form of governance that departs significantly from the constitutional design, and that it underestimates the extent to which legal frameworks—even imperfectly enforced ones—shape the terms of political contestation. The War Powers Resolution may not have stopped any war, but it has shaped the legal justifications presidents must offer, the reporting obligations they incur, and the political costs they face when they conspicuously ignore it. Legal frameworks matter even when they are not enforced.

The third body of scholarship is Daryl Levinson and Richard Pildes's article “Separation of Parties, Not Powers,” published in the Harvard Law Review in 2006.²¹ Their central argument is that the Madisonian assumption of branch-based competition—the premise that the structural interests of Congress will lead it to check executive overreach regardless of partisan alignment—is descriptively false in an era of cohesive and polarized political parties. What actually determines the degree of interbranch competition, they argue, is not the constitutional division between Congress and the president but the partisan division between the majority and minority parties. Under unified government, congressional majorities align with the executive and provide few meaningful checks; under divided government, the opposing party uses its congressional position as a platform for executive oversight. The practical distinction between party-divided and party-unified government thus rivals, and often dominates, the constitutional distinction between the branches in predicting interbranch political dynamics.

The Levinson-Pildes framework has direct and underappreciated implications for any study of presidential war power. The imperial presidency thesis, as Schlesinger developed it, implicitly assumes that Congress has identifiable institutional interests in its war powers prerogatives that will motivate it to push back against executive overreach regardless of partisan alignment. The evidence of the Trump years—including the Republican-controlled Senate's repeated failure to enforce the War Powers Resolution's sixty-day deadline during the Iran conflict—suggests that this assumption does not hold under contemporary conditions of partisan polarization. A Republican Congress did not check a Republican president's unilateral war-making in Iran; a Democratic Congress that had previously enacted the War Powers Resolution as a structural constraint proved unable or unwilling to enforce it. The implication is that the constitutional-legal framework for checking executive war power depends, in practice, on a political condition—partisan willingness to enforce the constraint against a president of one's own party—that the framework cannot itself generate. This structural dependency does not invalidate the constitutional analysis, but it substantially complicates any account that treats congressional war powers as effective constraints on presidential action.

V. Thesis, Terms, and Method

The central argument of this book is that Donald Trump is best understood through systematic comparison rather than through exceptionalism. Across seven analytical dimensions—constitutional authority and war powers, doctrine and the use of force, alliance posture, coercion short of war, war termination, decision-making process, and rhetorical framing—Trump exhibits significant continuity with predecessors on some dimensions, genuine novelty on others, and on still others a revealing of latent structural tensions in the postwar order that predated him but that his presidency has made visible with unusual force. The rupture/variation dichotomy that structures this introduction is a heuristic for organizing inquiry; it is not the inquiry's conclusion. The book's finding is dimensional, not global: a different verdict on each of the seven dimensions, assembled into an overall assessment in Chapter 12.

War policy, as used throughout, refers to the full range of presidential decisions and actions related to the initiation, conduct, and termination of armed conflict, including the use of coercive instruments short of open warfare. The use of force refers specifically to the employment of American military power involving lethal action or its credible threat. Coercion short of war refers to economic, financial, and diplomatic instruments—sanctions, tariffs, financial exclusions, and public threats—deployed to achieve strategic objectives without direct military engagement. War termination refers to the process by which the United States disengages from armed conflicts, whether through negotiated settlement, unilateral withdrawal, conditions-based handoff, or effective conflict freezing. Decision-making process refers to the institutional structures and informal practices through which presidential decisions on war and force are reached, staffed, and implemented. Coercive diplomacy, a concept developed by Alexander George and elaborated by subsequent scholars, refers to the use or threatened use of force to persuade an adversary to halt or reverse an action or to undertake a demanded behavior.²² Rhetorical doctrine must be distinguished from revealed doctrine throughout: a president's public statements about force and alliances matter—they shape perceptions and constrain future choices—but they are not the same as the pattern of actual decisions.

The methodological challenge of writing about a president who is both recent and still in office deserves direct acknowledgment. The classified cables, the internal NSC memoranda, the full presidential daily briefings, the precise intelligence assessments that informed specific decisions—these will not be available for decades. What is available—executive orders, public statements, congressional testimony, the texts of formal agreements, National Security Strategies and their unclassified annexes, contemporaneous reporting from credible outlets, and the memoir record described above—is extensive but uneven. This book works within those constraints, flagging uncertainty where it exists and framing the second-term analysis especially as a first-cut assessment subject to revision. The two-term structure of the Trump presidency creates a natural experiment that is itself a methodological resource, allowing questions about learning, institutional constraint, and policy evolution that a single-term study cannot address.

VI. Case Selection and Analytical Dimensions

The comparative presidential set runs from Truman through the two Trump terms, with particular analytical weight given to cases that bracket the postwar era and the post-Cold War period: Truman established the basic institutional framework of the postwar national security state and the Korea precedent for executive war-making; Eisenhower demonstrated that a conservative skeptic of liberal internationalism could sustain and modify the framework; Nixon combined coercive diplomacy and unilateral strategic realignment in ways that prefigure themes prominent in the Trump chapters; Reagan demonstrated the analytical limits of taking presidential rhetoric at face value; and the post-Cold War cluster from Bush 41 through Obama constructed the liberal-internationalist consensus that Trump would challenge.

The seven analytical dimensions—constitutional authority, doctrine and use of force, alliance posture, coercion short of war, war termination, decision-making process, and rhetorical framing—were selected because they collectively capture the full range of what presidential war policy encompasses and because they correspond precisely to the dimensions on which Trump's record is most contested. They are analytically independent in the sense that a president may be highly conventional on some and genuinely novel on others, which is precisely the book's finding. No single dimension provides an adequate verdict on its own.

Two of these dimensions deserve particular attention as analytical contributions of this book, because they have been systematically underweighted in the existing literature. The first is coercion short of war. The scholarly tradition of comparative presidential war policy has focused heavily on the formal question of military force—its deployment, its legal authorization, its doctrine and scale—and has been slower to develop systematic frameworks for analyzing the coercive economic instruments that have become central to American statecraft. Sanctions, tariffs deployed as coercive tools, secondary financial exclusions, and public threats are not merely foreign policy context for military action; they are themselves instruments of strategic coercion with their own logic, their own escalation dynamics, and their own relationship to the ultimate threat of force. Trump’s use of tariffs as instruments of bilateral coercion—applied to allies and adversaries alike, as tools of both economic and security policy in a manner that departures from prior practice in form if not in kind—requires analytical frameworks the existing war policy literature has not yet fully developed. Chapter 9 attempts that development.

The second underweighted dimension is war termination. The scholarly literature on presidential war policy has invested heavily in the initiation of force and comparatively little in the ending of wars, which is in some respects the harder political and strategic problem. Presidents who initiate conflicts face formidable constraints on their capacity to end them: domestic political pressures, ally commitments, battlefield realities, and adversary behavior all bear on termination in ways that bear no simple relationship to the logic of initiation. Fred Iklé’s Every War Must End (1971) identified war termination as a distinct strategic problem decades ago, but the comparative presidential literature has not developed that insight systematically.²¹ Trump’s Doha Agreement with the Taliban, his Ukraine diplomacy in the second term, and his attempts to define terms for ending the Iran conflict of 2025–2026 all require treatment as termination strategies, comparable to Eisenhower’s Korea armistice, Nixon’s Vietnamization and Paris Accords, and Biden’s Afghanistan exit. Chapter 10 provides that treatment.

VII. Engagement with the Primary Theoretical Frameworks

Arthur Schlesinger Jr.'s The Imperial Presidency, published in 1973, argued that over the course of the twentieth century the presidency had progressively sidelined Congress from its constitutionally defined role in foreign policy and military affairs.²³ The core thesis was structural: presidents accumulate authority during crises, return partially to normalcy when crises pass, but never fully relinquish what they have gained, producing a ratchet effect that has moved the constitutional center of gravity toward the executive. Published simultaneously with the War Powers Resolution, the book gave the congressional reform effort its intellectual framework and has been described as “the most prominent school of thought on executive war powers” and “a lens through which to understand and critique the executive branch in the post-9/11 world.”²⁴ Its virtues for this book's purposes are its historical grounding and its structural focus; its limitations—particularly its unilinear narrative of executive expansion and its failure to grapple with coercive economic instruments—are addressed by the three bodies of scholarship discussed in Section IV above and engaged in systematic detail in Chapter 6.

Walter Russell Mead's Special Providence: American Foreign Policy and How It Changed the World (2001) offers the second major conceptual resource. Mead's typology identifies four persistent schools of thought in American foreign policy: Hamiltonians, who prioritize commercial engagement and a strong government-business alliance; Wilsonians, who emphasize the moral obligation to spread democratic values; Jeffersonians, who focus on protecting republican institutions at home, skeptical of foreign entanglements; and Jacksonians, who place paramount emphasis on national honor, military strength, and the physical security and economic well-being of ordinary citizens—a populist tradition deeply suspicious of elite globalism, prepared to use overwhelming force when interests are threatened, but resistant to nation-building.²µ Mead developed the typology in an earlier article published in The National Interest in 1999–2000, and Special Providence won the Lionel Gelber Award for the best book in English on international relations in 2002.²⁶ The Jacksonian label has been applied to Trump by Mead himself and many others since 2016, and it captures genuine features of his strategic culture.²⁷ But the book uses Mead's framework as a heuristic and point of reference rather than an explanatory endpoint: mapping Trump onto a single tradition risks doing exactly what the comparative method is designed to prevent, and risks substituting one form of exceptionalism for another.

VIII. Chapter Previews

Chapter 1 builds the conceptual scaffolding in systematic detail. It surveys four bodies of literature—the imperial presidency thesis, war powers scholarship from Fisher and Howell, Mead's foreign policy traditions framework, and decision-making models from Allison and George—identifying what each illuminates and what each obscures. It then introduces and justifies the seven analytical dimensions and addresses the methodological challenges of writing on a sitting or recently departed president. Chapter 2 establishes the comparative baseline through the first four decades of the postwar era, from Truman through Reagan, mining specific episodes for the patterns and tensions that will recur in later chapters. The chapter argues that “normal” postwar presidential war policy was itself contested and varied, and that the patterns Trump would later disrupt or extend were the products of contingent historical choices rather than settled constitutional wisdom.

Chapter 3 covers the post-Cold War period, examining how Bush 41, Clinton, Bush 43, and Obama collectively constructed a loose liberal-internationalist consensus and identifying the strains within it—Iraq fatigue, rising China, domestic polarization, and intervention exhaustion—that set the stage for 2016. Chapters 4 and 5 are the empirical core. Chapter 4 subjects Trump's first term to systematic analysis across all seven dimensions; Chapter 5 treats the second term as a natural experiment, comparing personnel, process, and policy decisions with first-term equivalents to assess what the second term reveals about the relative weight of presidential preference versus institutional constraint.

Chapters 6 through 11 conduct the thematic comparative analysis, each focusing on one analytical dimension: constitutional authority and war powers; doctrine and the use of force; alliance management; coercive economic statecraft; war termination; and NSC decision-making process. Chapter 12 synthesizes across all dimensions, providing the book's considered answer to the rupture-or-variation question and being explicit about which dimensions fall into which analytical categories. The Conclusion reflects on what the Trump comparison teaches scholars about presidential war policy more broadly and identifies questions that future historians with archival access will be positioned to answer more definitively.

IX. A Note on Sources and the Limits of Contemporary History

Writing on a recent or sitting president imposes constraints that historical scholarship on earlier eras does not face. The archival record that will eventually be available—the presidential daily briefings, classified NSC memoranda, full diplomatic cable traffic, intelligence assessments—remains inaccessible. The Foreign Relations of the United States series extends only through the 1990s for periods examined in Chapters 2 and 3, and not at all for the Trump terms. This book works primarily from executive orders, public statements, formal agreements and their texts, congressional testimony and hearings, National Security Strategies and their unclassified annexes, the memoir literature described above, and contemporaneous reporting from major credible outlets and specialized publications including Lawfare, Just Security, and Arms Control Today.

This is not an insuperable constraint, but intellectual honesty requires naming it. Several judgments made in this book will be revised when the archival record becomes available: the internal deliberations over the Soleimani strike, the precise intelligence assessments behind the June 2025 decision, the full record of communications between Trump and allied leaders on NATO burden-sharing. What this book can offer is the best comparative analysis that the available record permits, conducted with appropriate epistemic humility about what remains uncertain. The analytical framework—the seven dimensions, the presidential comparisons, the theoretical engagements—provides a structure within which new evidence can be incorporated as it becomes available.

A further constraint is the rapidly evolving nature of Trump's second term. As this book goes to press, the conflict with Iran that began on February 28, 2026 remains unresolved, with a ceasefire in place but the Strait of Hormuz partially blockaded, negotiations ongoing, and the War Powers Resolution's sixty-day deadline having passed without meaningful congressional action.²⁸ Chapter 5 is written with explicit acknowledgment that events may have moved significantly by the time readers encounter it. The analysis of the second term is provisional in a way that the analysis of the first is not.

These constraints should not, however, be taken as reasons to defer the scholarly enterprise until the archival record is complete. Contemporary history has always involved the disciplined analysis of imperfect evidence, and the questions raised by Trump's war policy—about executive authority, about alliance commitments, about coercive statecraft, about the structural conditions that produce particular kinds of presidential behavior—are too consequential to leave entirely to a future generation. What the political passions of the moment most demand, and what scholarship is uniquely positioned to provide, is precisely the analytical distance that a comparative framework enforces. Trump's war policy deserves neither the hagiography of his defenders nor the demonology of his critics. It deserves the same systematic comparative analysis that scholars have eventually applied to Truman's Korea, Nixon's Cambodia, Reagan's Lebanon, Clinton's Kosovo, and Obama's Libya. In each of those cases, the passage of time permitted more nuanced assessment than the polemics of the moment allowed. This book is an attempt to begin that work while the institutional stakes are still legible.
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Chapter 1: Theoretical Frameworks for Comparing Presidential War Policy
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I. The Problem of Comparison

Any scholar who sets out to compare presidents on war policy faces an immediate epistemological challenge: the baseline is contested. Unlike electoral performance, which admits of numerical measurement, or legislative productivity, which can be quantified by bills enacted, the dimensions of presidential war policy resist easy operationalization. What counts as a “use of force”? Where does coercive diplomacy end and armed conflict begin? Does the withdrawal of troops constitute a war-policy decision as consequential as their deployment? These are not merely definitional puzzles; they are substantive political questions whose answers shape every comparison drawn. Any framework that appears neutral is in fact theory-laden from the outset.

The challenge is sharpened when the comparison includes a sitting or very recent president. When Arthur Schlesinger Jr. published The Imperial Presidency in 1973, he could write about Richard Nixon with the benefit of a full term’s record—and indeed, the Watergate crisis was unfolding as he wrote. Scholars writing about the Trump administration lack even that modest distance. The first term can be assessed in some depth; the second term, which began in January 2025, is still under way. The epistemological problem is compounded by the political one: Trump is among the most polarizing figures in American public life, and the literature about him already reflects sharply divergent evaluative priors. To write about him comparatively requires methodological discipline—not to achieve a false objectivity but to ensure that the analytical framework precedes, and does not merely rationalize, the conclusions.

This chapter builds the conceptual scaffolding for the book. It proceeds in five steps. First, it surveys four bodies of literature that bear on presidential war policy: the imperial presidency thesis, war powers scholarship, the foreign policy traditions literature, and decision-making models. For each, it identifies what the framework illuminates and what it obscures. Second, it introduces the seven analytical dimensions that structure the comparative chapters: constitutional authority, doctrine, alliance posture, use of force, coercion short of war, war termination, and decision-making process. Third, it provides an operationalization table specifying the empirical indicators and data sources that will be used to measure each dimension. Fourth, it justifies the selection of these dimensions over plausible alternatives. Fifth, it confronts directly the methodological challenge of writing about a recent and still-sitting president and offers principles for managing—though not eliminating—the difficulties involved.

II. The Imperial Presidency Thesis: Illuminations, Limits, and the Scholars’ Triangle

Schlesinger’s central argument is deceptively simple. Over the course of the twentieth century—and especially in the post-1945 period—the presidency systematically displaced Congress from its constitutionally prescribed role in the making of war. The displacement was not, in his account, primarily the product of individual ambition, though ambition played its part. It was structural: the demands of superpower rivalry, the secrecy required by covert operations, the speed of modern military technology, and the atrophy of congressional will combined to produce an executive branch that waged wars, committed forces, and made binding international commitments without meaningful legislative participation. Truman’s decision to enter the Korean War without a declaration of war established the precedent; subsequent presidents exploited and extended it; by the time of Vietnam, the executive’s war-making authority had become, in Schlesinger’s phrase, nearly “absolute.”

The framework is genuinely illuminating in several respects. It directs attention to institutional dynamics rather than individual psychology, which is precisely the level at which durable patterns form. It explains why the problem of executive war-making has proven so resistant to legal remedy—the War Powers Resolution of 1973, passed over Nixon’s veto in the same year Schlesinger’s book appeared, has been routinely circumvented by every subsequent administration. And it provides a useful vocabulary: the distinction between a “constitutional presidency,” operating within enumerated limits, and an “imperial” one, operating on assertions of inherent executive authority, remains analytically productive even if the boundary between them is contested.

But the imperial presidency thesis has three significant limitations as a tool for systematic comparison. First, it is primarily a declension narrative. Schlesinger tells a story of original constitutional equilibrium degraded by successive executive encroachments; the evaluative weight falls entirely on one side of the ledger, which makes it difficult to account for cases in which Congress itself invited, encouraged, or demanded executive action—as it did, in different ways, with the Tonkin Gulf Resolution in 1964 and the Authorization for Use of Military Force in 2001. Second, the framework is binary: a president is either imperial or constitutional, exercising legitimate authority or usurping it. It does not readily accommodate the empirical finding—which the comparative chapters will document—that presidential war-making authority has expanded and contracted unevenly across different dimensions and different administrations. Third, and most importantly for this book’s purposes, the imperial presidency thesis does not distinguish well among presidents who have all, to varying degrees, expanded executive war-making authority. If Truman, Eisenhower, Johnson, Nixon, Reagan, both Bushes, Obama, and Trump all qualify as “imperial,” the concept has lost its comparative traction.

A more fundamental challenge to the imperial presidency framework has been posed by Eric Posner and Adrian Vermeule. In The Executive Unbound: After the Madisonian Republic (2011), they argue that legal constraints on the executive are largely epiphenomenal—that “law does little to constrain the modern executive” and that it is the political environment, not constitutional or statutory text, that actually disciplines presidential behavior. Congress and the courts have proven incapable of reining in executive power; what constrains presidents in practice is political accountability—electoral viability, public credibility, and professional reputation, not legal rules. The Madisonian framework of separated powers cannot generate the constraints it promises; what we have in practice is a presidentialist democracy checked by politics rather than by law.

The Posner-Vermeule challenge is bracing and deserves a direct response. Three points define this book’s position. First, even if law is ultimately enforced by politics, legal frameworks still structure the political contests through which executive authority is challenged and defended. When an administration invokes an OLC memorandum
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