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The success of an American President’s term of office is largely determined 

by his relationship with Congress “Do you agree”. 

 

To look at the value the President might put upon his relationship with 

Congress we need to look at a number of factors and issues.  The Constitution 

is above all, the single most important factor surrounding their roles within 

the American political system, and their relationship.  We will look at the 

constitution in some detail to qualify those relations (President and 

Congress’) to one-another.  Before we cover the constitution we need to know 

a little about the National, and Political Culture to understand the importance 

put upon the constitution.  Looking at the two characteristics will give you 

some understanding and background as to the constitution and its role in 

forming and curtailing the relationship of both the President and Congress, 

not to mention the Judiciary. 

 

The American national culture and in particular the political culture are 

complex entities, full of paradoxes.  In speaking about their national culture, 

one must be careful not to over-state their cultural traits, as they are so varied.  

America’s history and the experiences of the first settlers, with imperial 

Britain, France and Spain in the 1800s; is reflected in the detail of the 

constitution.  The American’s suspicion of Government has always been a 

strong influence; as most American ancestors arrived to escape tyrannical 

governments, it’s hardly surprising.  The constitution therefore has obstacles 

laid down to hinder an over zealous Government and Executive from going 

beyond their position of office and powers. 

 

America’s political culture is sectional in character; variations are very 

common.  There is a strong local, as well as national identity, which is also 

reflected in the content of the constitution and Government practices. 
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State-right’s campaigners are just one of the many areas where tensions exist 

between those who argue for stronger state powers, whilst others campaign 

for constitutional safeguards to protect centralised power being further 

dissolved.  What they all equally agree on though, is their intent to protect 

themselves from encroachment by the federal government.  On the 

background of these cultural characteristics, we will begin by looking at the 

role of the President in relation to his powers given under the constitution.  

We will touch on the powers of Congress under the constitution.  Looking at 

the constitution will help show whether or not there is a need for close 

relations between President and Congress.  There are other areas were his 

powers and attentions lie, namely, internal and external foreign affairs. As 

well as his consideration given to: his Cabinet; his congressional advisers; the 

party. The courts although very important, we will not go into in any detail, 

whilst answering the question. 

 

The American Constitution states in Article two (section 1) that “The 

executive power shall be vested in a president of the United States of 

America.  He shall hold office for a term of four years.”  The first power of the 

President is, as Commander and Chief1 of the Armed Forces.  Some of the 

strongest powers held by the President are held around foreign policy and 

security.  Giving the President the power to send American forces into action 

at will, however, after the Vietnam and the Cambodian conflicts, congress has 

tried to curtail that power2.  The President still has ways of acting without 

agreement if he wishes.  This does not mean however that the President does 

not need Congress, for both houses must agree, at such times, as the president 

cannot bring forward his policy legislation without Congress’ support.  As 

Head of State, one of the President's powers is to take control of American 

security and military threats, and in the continuation of public order3. 

 
1 Page 337 American Political & Society (4th Ed). 
2 War Powers Resolution, 1973. 
3 National Guard. 
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The President also takes control during national disasters, although again, 

these are subject to congressional and Constitutional controls.  Another 

Presidential power of office is the right to choose his own cabinet (as the 

President does in every layer of executive Government) —again, at the 

approval of Congress.  This body is made up of thirteen Secretaries who 

consult the President, they do not act in anyway like the British cabinet, and 

they only have the power to carry out department decision-maker, and speak 

in congress on administration policies. The President although still makes all 

the decisions of the Executive Government.  There are exceptions to this, such 

as the roles played by Henry Kissinger, and Bobby Kennedy.  These 

departmental controls are an expression of the huge power and responsibility 

held by the President, over his machine of Government, which is immense in 

shape and form. 

 

The power to produce treaties also lie with the President, but, still at the same 

time in need of the Senate’s approval, which is given by a two thirds majority 

voting procedure.  However, its not the case that treaties are viewed as non-

executive power, as he is the controller of foreign policy, an example of this 

was in the 60’s when John. F. Kennedy negotiated a number of treaties.  

Kennedy negotiated these treaties in near secrecy4 and with little domestic 

interference.  The president uses executive agreements as replacements to 

treaties concerning trade, military co-operation, and in development of 

relationships.  The president’s word being the binding power, without the 

need of congressional ratification.  It is worth pointing out at this point that 

the President also has the power to remove anyone in his Executive 

Government. This dates back to the 1860’s— against the background of this 

fact, once the president is elected, Congress can not remove him (except by 

impeachment, using the constitution).  The President and congress come into 

direct programme conflicts in the area of appropriations.  The role of 

President in acquiring the funds needed to carry out his programmes 

produces a climate were his veto verses the voting rights of Congress on 

 
4Politics A Comparative Study for Advance Level, Page 421. 
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issues of budget.  This resulted in the 1974 with the ‘Budget and 

Impoundment Control Act.’  When this act was first adopted, it was not 

expected to change the workings of Congress and the Constitution, as it 

transpired it did, and quite fundamentally.  In the early 90’s, what resulted 

was a fundamental5 change in power, which was dispersed through 

Congress.  When previously the Budget of the President conflicted with 

Congressional national interest there followed conflict, resolved by vetoes and 

voting etc.  The idea of the act was to develop Budget Committees in both 

Houses, and the Congressional Budget Office6, to bring in expert advisers to 

compete with the President’s Budget. 

 

Notwithstanding that, when Congress wishes to be adamant their two thirds 

voting in both houses still ensure their success in the arguments about 

funding and other Executive disagreements.  Although now, this dispersed 

power means as shown in the Clinton legislative programme in 1993-4, the 

President could be stopped if the member’s in Congress ran against the 

President’s programmes as an opposition majority in Congress.  These 

conflicts are not so surprising, when you look at the structure of Congress for 

two reasons.  Firstly, the fact that if the President’s party holds a majority of 

the Congress (in both Houses) it can give great power to the President.  

Secondly, the way members are elected ensures loyalty and interest stay local, 

especially with congress’ power, verses their possible forthcoming re-election 

—which tend to equal struggle for local and national interests.  The President 

still manages to do well in these struggles as he is a united ‘one’ behind his 

policies, where congress are individual members who have varying interest 

and local pressures to consider whilst forming national budgets.  

 

Whilst the role of the Congress had been as legislator by tradition, the 

progressive preoccupation on budgetary issues have continued to develop the 

role of congress. 

 
5American Politics and Society Page 183. 
6Ibid. 
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Some might say Congress has needed to obtain greater State control of 

funding and expenditure; whilst others might see some value in them 

wanting to be seen defending local interest.  Whilst greater legislation and 

budgetary control has gone into the hands of congress— it has not been 

without cost.  The party structure in the early 90’s has seen the adherence to 

the party weaken considerably7.  It has taken party members like Speaker 

Newt Gingrich, who was intent on strengthening party leadership and taking 

back some of the Committee power and influence over the party.  The 

Constitution has remained consistent to its task although many changes in the 

powers of the branches of American Government have developed. The checks 

and balances, of which the Constitution set out to be, still impact on the 

Executive, Congress and The Judiciary as parts the American Political System. 

 

In summary, as the Executive leader of the strongest Economic, Political, and 

Military machine in the world, the President is without doubt the most 

powerful individual in the world today.  His Executive powers are without 

doubt the most democratically powerful, whilst not allowing any President 

the opportunity to step beyond his power as Head of Government, as 

Commander and Chief, and symbolic States Man.  The Constitution is a 

framework document that protects President from Congress and vice versa.  

As Congress is sectional in its configuration the power is dispersed between 

the various sections, in order, like the President to keep the constituent 

sections free of one-another.  These checks and balances that exist in 

American Law and the Constitution ensure the system of Government in 

America stays independent of one-another.  This means that President as 

Head of State needs Congress if he is carryout his duties under the present 

system.  The power both parties can not be separated as one having more than 

the other but as equal to the role they have to play under the system.  As 

complex as the relationship is between the two, there is a strong need for close 

Presidential and Congressional relations. 

 
 

7 Page 183, American Politics and Society 
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