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As the semester began in the fall of 2013, it seemed that the United States
was moving towards a war footing in Syria. Near the end of August, more
than a thousand people had been killed outside Damascus in a chemical
weapons attack. Intelligence reports indicated that the attack had been
carried out by the Syrian government under its president, Bashar al-Assad.
A year earlier, American President Barack Obama indicated that the use
of chemical weapons by the Assad regime would constitute a “red line”
and prompt a US military response. As haunting images of those killed
and injured by the attacks circulated around the world, military person-
nel, defense analysts, and even Obama himself appeared to believe that
military intervention was inevitable.

But that isn’t what happened. Rather than initiate military strikes by
invoking the president’s war powers, as Obama and his predecessors had
done in similar situations, at the end of the month President Obama
instead announced that he would seek congressional authorization before
conducting military strikes in Syria.

Like many other projects, this book has its origins in hallway conver-
sations. Why had Obama forgone the opportunity to exercise a power he
conceivably could have claimed? Why didn’t he follow through on a threat
he himself had made? That we were asking these questions suggested to us
that political science scholarship on the presidency had missed something
important about presidential decision-making. Through these discussions
in Seigle Hall at Washington University in St. Louis, we began our col-
laboration to discover why presidents sometimes choose 7ot to exercise
authority they might claim to advance preferences they appear to hold.
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