‘In practise there are no constraints on the power of a popular US President’ Evaluate this statement.

The constitution lays out ways in which presidential powers should be limited through checks and balances. Theoretically this should always apply and presidents should always be limited in what they can do, however de facto a popular president can seem unconstrained and unlimited as evident in some of the actions seemingly unchecked of presidents with congressional and public support. Bill Clinton was a popular president until the end of his 2nd term in office and had only 2/36 of his regular vetoes overturned whilst George W Bush a less popular president had 4/11 of his regular vetoes overturned. Presidential dominance during times of economic or foreign policy crisis such as during the cold war, the Great Depression and after 9/11. Bush’s approval ratings were at 26% at the end of his second time but over 90% after 9/11. However that being said, the constitutional requirements for the legislative and judicial branches to limit presidential power means that even a popular president will always be constrained.

Public opinion is important in presidential power, and a popular president with the support of media and public is able to better deal with Congress. An unpopular president with low approval ratings is somewhat more constrained as congressmen will be more concerned with their own records than supporting an unliked President. Even though a president may be popular at one point in time and have an easier time in office, popularity and approval ratings are always fluctuating. Obama’s were over 70% after his 2008 election but had dropped to around 40% by late 2013. For Bush as military operations in Iraq took a dramatic turn for the worse his approval ratings did also and with it his ability to get things done.

The house and senate can both collectively and individually constrain the president, almost every power the president possesses is checked by Congress therefore making him reliant on their support. Congress can override a presidential veto of a bill with sufficient support, a power used in 2007 the override President Bush’s veto of the Water Resources Development Bill.  However the this is not a standard as the ability to override a presidential veto has been largely theoretical, with ¼ of all presidents having none of their vetoes overturned an with another ¼ having a 90% success rate. The House also has the power of  of impeachment and to remove a president from political office, Clinton was impeached in 1998 and example of them exercising this power to limit a president, however this is not a power that is likely to be used on a popular president, the Lewinsky scandal had decreased Bill Clinton's popularity and a popular.

There has been criticisms of imperial presidencies established by Nixon and Johnson, whereby incumbents have abused their powers in office. This would support the idea that popular presidents are not fully constrained as they are able to make abuses of power. Arthur Schlesinger argued that presidents have become less accountable and at times illegal in their actions due to the lack of checks and balances. This was further enhanced by the permanent state of war the US was in in the early 1940s and 90s. He comments that during the vietnam war in 1964, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was rushed through Congress enabling the president to have the power to wage limited war abroad. Congress did respond to these abuses in power, to make it easier to constrain a popular president but enforcing more restrictions such as the Zablocki Act ensuring that congress would be informed on every foreign policy commitment, 1973 War Powers Act and 1974 Congressional Budget and Impoundment Act. However recent presidents have still abused power after 9/11 Bush was able to dominate foreign policy as he was supported by media as well as public opinion. This demonstrates that a popular president is virtually unconstrained, he was able to act in spite of major international misgivings about invading Iraq.

Whilst in practice the constraints congress place on the President is limited, the Supreme Court has shown itself to be consistently holding the executive branch accountable and constraining the power of presidents, even popular ones. The power of judicial review is a further check and balance presidential power possessed by the Supreme court enabling it to hold presidential actions accountable.It has been used several times when  the court has accepted that  the president has exceeded the power granted to him unconstitutional and therefore void. They are able to do this despite the popularity of a president as shown with Bill Clinton and the line-item veto.The Supreme Court also held GWB accountable with the indefinite detention of prisoners at Guantanamo Bay. The Supreme Court also ruled that despite Nixon's claim to executive privilege, had to hand over White House recordings during the watergate crisis which led to his resignation. However , the court has not always used its power to check a president's actions, refusing to adjudicate in disputed areas such as war powers.

There are many factors that may limit a president’s power, such as their mandate, their political and leadership skills and the events and circumstances that dominate their terms. A president no matter how popular will always have limitations on their power due to the separation of powers the USA operates under. Even so the popularity of a president is always fluctuating, so whilst a ‘popular president’ may enjoy some fleeting dominance and loosening of restrictions, especially in times of crisis, these benefits are time restricted as popularity will surely diminish, especially in a president's second term. This means that the president must work within these limitations, monitoring and approving public opinion, persuading Congress’ support and keep his party united to work against the opposition.
