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A year ago Friday, President Obama took a break from waging perpetual war to warn Americans 

that "perpetual war … will prove self-defeating, and alter our country in troubling ways." 

The post-9/11 Authorization for Use of Military Force "is now nearly 12 years old," Obama 

proclaimed, and "this war, like all wars, must end. ... That's what our democracy demands." 

He, for one, welcomed this debate: "I look forward to engaging Congress and the American 

people in efforts to refine, and ultimately repeal, the AUMF’s mandate." 

Actually, the Obama administration hopes to keep "welcoming the debate" until it goes away. 

Wednesday's Senate Foreign Relations Committee hearing on the AUMF made that clear -- if 

just about nothing else.  

As the U.S. terror war spreads throughout Africa and beyond, plenty of questions remain. 

Among them: 

Does the Obama administration support repealing the AUMF? 

"We did not come here this morning equipped to answer that question," admitted Pentagon 

General Counsel Stephen Preston. Nor did the administration’s two witnesses come prepared to 

answer other fundamental questions, like: 

If it isn’t repealed, how should the AUMF be "refined"? 

That’s not clear either, as this exchange between Preston and Sen. Ron Johnson, R-Wis., 

revealed: 

Johnson: Is [the president] going to provide a proposal we can review… or are we 

supposed to come up with it? … What's the process going to be? 

Preston: I think, as he said in May of last year, that he envisions the administration's 

engaging with Congress, with this and other — 
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Johnson: That was a year ago. 

Preston: I understand that. 

Before repealing or "refining," it would be helpful to know how Obama interprets the post-9/11 

AUMF. As Sen. Robert Menendez, D-N.J., put it: 

“What [do] you feel the AUMF gave you that you didn't have otherwise constitutionally?” 

Committee members pursued at least a dozen variations on that theme without getting a straight 

answer. But Preston's partner, State Department legal adviser Mary McLeod, eventually folded 

under questioning from Sen. Bob Corker., R-Tenn. 

Corker: "[Y]es or no, if the 2001 AUMF was undone, can the president carry out the activities 

that he's carrying out right now?” 

McLeod: "Yes, I believe he could, Senator Corker." 

“So we really, as a Congress, don't need to be involved in this subject at all,” Corker spat. 

Maybe not. Further inquiries tortured out a view of presidential war power nearly as broad — if 

not nearly as forthrightly expressed — as that held by the Bush-Cheney team. 

McLeod testified that Obama has unilateral authority to attack Syria even without an imminent 

threat to the United States. And when Sen. Chris Murphy, D-Conn., asked her whether the 

administration thought it needed any congressional authorization to wage war on countries 

harboring terrorists, McLeod issued a non-denial denial: "I can't give you a definitive answer." 

"I would love a clear 'no' to that question," Murphy complained. 

Finally, who are we at war with, anyway? 

Clarity on that question would have been welcome as well; you might even say that "our 

democracy demands" an answer. But when Corker ran through a list of jihadist groups, he 

couldn't get one. In the administration's view, it's too dangerous to let the American public -- and 

perhaps Congress as a whole -- know who the enemy is. 

"Can you tell me those things in a classified setting?" Corker asked. 

Preston: "that would have to take place in a classified setting." Observant readers will notice that 

Preston’s answer fell somewhat short of "yes." 

The Obama administration hopes to dodge the issue of perpetual war with pious blather and 

obfuscation. But members on both sides of the aisle are growing increasingly sick of those 

tactics. Sometimes when you “welcome the debate,” you end up having to go through with it 

anyway. 
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