
 

Does the Senate Foreign Relations Committee Have an 

Obligation to Rubberstamp Mike Pompeo? 

David Boaz 

April 27, 2018 

Marc Thiessen, a columnist at the Washington Post, is highly upset that the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee may not approve President Trump’s nomination of Mike Pompeo to be 

Secretary of State: 

For the first time in the history of the republic [since the committee started recording 

votes in 1925], it appears increasingly likely that a majority of the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee will vote against the president’s nominee for secretary of state. If 

this happens, it would be a black mark not on Mike Pompeo’s record, but on the 

reputation of this once-storied committee. 

Thiessen seems to think that the role of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, and by 

extension the United States Senate, is to approve a president’s nominees. But of course, the 

Constitution provides that “The President … shall nominate, and by and with the Advice and 

Consent of the Senate, shall appoint Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, Judges 

of the supreme Court, and all other Officers of the United States.” The Heritage 

Foundation’s Guide to the Constitution affirms that “the Senate has complete and final discretion 

in whether to accept or approve a nomination.” The Foreign Relations Committee is today 

considering whether to consent to this nomination. The Senate as a whole may choose to reject 

the negative recommendation and consent to the nomination. (See also the novel and 

movie Advise and Consent, on TCM this Friday.) 

It’s not that members of the committee don’t have legitimate grounds on which to withhold 

consent. Sen. Rand Paul, a key player as he is likely to be the only Republican on the committee 

to oppose the nomination, says: 

Director Pompeo has not learned the lessons of regime change and wants regime change 

in Iran…. 

President Trump sought to break with the foreign policy mistakes of the last two 

administrations. Yet now he picks for Secretary of State and CIA Director people who 

embody them, defend them, and, I’m afraid, will repeat them. I will not support their 

nominations. 

One need not agree with that criticism to acknowledge that it’s a reasonable concern on which to 

reject a nominee. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/11-senators-are-about-to-make-a-big-mistake/2018/04/19/23b97ffc-43fb-11e8-8569-26fda6b404c7_story.html?utm_term=.88c4b1c7baeb
https://www.heritage.org/courts/report/advice-and-consent-what-the-constitution-says
https://www.paul.senate.gov/news/dr-rand-paul-announces-opposition-pompeo-haspel-nominations


Thiessen is a former speechwriter to Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and President 

George W. Bush, which might give him an executive-branch view of Congress’s role. Before 

that, however, he served for six years as spokesman and senior policy advisor to Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee Chairman Jesse Helms, whose willingness to use his position to block 

presidential nominees was well known. He mentions Helms’s support of President Clinton’s 

nomination of Madeleine Albright for Secretary of State, but omits the nominees Helms blocked 

or tried to block, such as Massachusetts governor William Weld and former senator Carol 

Moseley-Braun. 

Thiessen concludes his excoriation of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee with a flourish: 

Assuming he is confirmed by the Senate, Pompeo “would be more than justified in determining 

that the State Department is best served by working closely with the appropriators and Senate 

leadership, and bypassing a committee that can’t make policy, can’t legislate and can’t lead.” 

His real complaint, however, is not that the committee can’t lead. It is that the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee won’t blindly follow. 

David Boaz is the executive vice president of the Cato Institute and has played a key role in the 

development of the Cato Institute and the libertarian movement. 
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