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 As one moves further up the policy ladder away from local politics, rapid change 

becomes less common. Consequently, foreign affairs, the highest rung on this ladder, is a long 

game. It also plays out of the public eye, only occasionally making front-page news when a high 

profile summit takes place in some exotic locale. Oftentimes, the real work occurs through back 

channels via emissaries the common person would never recognize. It may seem like an 

aggrandized version of domestic politics: just more players in the same game as always. Yet 

make no mistake, foreign affairs is something far more complex, encompassing all of the rungs 

that sit below it on the ladder. Foreign affairs incorporates each of these levels, from local to 

national politics, into its multifaceted, almost mutant, structure. What makes it endlessly vexing 

is how progress can only be made when all the moving parts that constitute foreign affairs align 

perfectly. The Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JPCOA, known colloquially as the Iran 

Nuclear Deal), is the product of such a fortuitous alignment.  

Within a relatively enervated United Nations, the Security Council is where those seeking 

lasting and enforceable international change often pin their hopes. Yet, despite consisting of five 

of the most important nations in the modern world (France, Russia, China, the UK, and the U.S.), 

the veto power each of these permanent members holds is often the undoing of the Security 

Council. With a single veto, any issue can be quashed, rendering it effectively dead in the water. 
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This presents a particular challenge to pursuing actions conducive to U.S. interests. While the 

UK and France share much of the U.S.’s foreign policy interests, China, and especially Russia, 

are less receptive towards these goals, and are more inclined to use their veto to defend against 

actions that might be counterproductive to their own foreign policy interests.  

In a rare moment of international harmony, all five permanent members of the United 

Nations Security Council and Germany (known collectively as the P5+1), as well as the Islamic 

Republic of Iran, have been able to reach a solution at the executive level. The sheer act of 

agreement between all of these parties is a feat in itself, as it is an especially rare occasion to 

have both China and Russia on board with something within the national interest of the U.S. The 

timing of the twenty months of negotiations that resulted in the JPCOA were key as well. The 

P5+1 waited until Hassan Rouhani assumed the presidency of Iran to begin the negotiations, 

knowing that any potential deal would have a better chance of coming to fruition once the radical 

and fiery Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, former president of Iran, left office in 2013. With this kind of 

international unity, one would think that any emergent solution is ironclad. However, one 

obstacle now stands in the way of the full implementation of the JPCOA: Congress.  

By its very nature, the legislative branch of the American government is one devoted to 

drawing things out. Whereas, the President of the United States is able to take swift actions via 

executive actions, and the Supreme Court only needs to come to a decision among its nine 

members, Congress is a body designed with deliberation in mind. As the primary body in charge 

of representing the American people’s interests, it makes sense that Congress should act as the 

decelerating force within American domestic politics. With 100 senators and 435 voting 

Representatives, both chambers are vastly larger than the other branches of the government and 

beholden to the desires of a much greater number of people. This turns Congress into the stage 
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where the conflicting opinions and desires of the American people battle it out via elected 

intermediaries. Amidst this clash of ideas, things understandably slow down.  

As an executive agreement, the JPCOA requires no congressional approval in order to be 

passed, unlike a treaty, and therefore would normally have no need to go through Congress prior 

to implementation. However, under the Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act of 2015, both 

chambers of Congress are entitled to a sixty-day review period to examine the documents 

underlying the JPCOA, during which they will have the option to pass a resolution of approval, a 

resolution of disapproval, or take no action at all. The first and final options both allow for the 

unimpeded implementation of the JPCOA, however, the middle option, passing a resolution of 

disapproval, could potentially put the kibosh on the Iran Nuclear Deal should Congress muster 

enough votes to override the veto President Obama has said he will use without reservation in the 

event of a resolution of disapproval. The logic behind Congressional involvement in the JPCOA, 

an area in which the legislative branch would typically have no say, is that, should the Iran 

Nuclear Deal be implemented, it would repeal some of the sanctions enacted by Congress. Thus, 

because a congressional creation hangs in the balance, Congress felt the need to have some input 

in the process and passed legislation allowing itself to have that power.  

The entirety of this process is right and just, at least in theory. Congress, truly the 

people’s body within the American government, having a say in something as vital in importance 

as the JPCOA makes sense when framed in exactly that context. Yet, the reality is far less noble 

than standing up for one’s constituents. There is partisan jostling at play here, and the goals of 

Congressional involvement in the JPCOA, and especially Republican opposition to the deal, are 

not merely to let the American people have their say. 
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In order to comprehend the partisan undercurrents coursing beneath the JPCOA and its 

potential implementation by the U.S. government, one first needs to understand something about 

the geopolitical situation that the Iran Nuclear Deal will inevitably alter. Since the Revolution of 

1979, Iran has severed all ties with Israel and no longer recognizes its legitimacy as a state. This 

has put the two nations at odds, especially during Ahmadinejad’s two terms in office, when he 

uttered several statements against Israel, including that it should be “wiped off the map.” These 

threats took on a more severe meaning in light of the belief that Iran was pursuing nuclear 

weapons capabilities. The JPCOA, which gives Iran the greenlight to pursue a peaceful nuclear 

program under international vigilance while lifting sanctions related to its nuclear activities, has 

been argued by detractors of the Iran Nuclear Deal as essentially giving the Islamic Republic the 

go-ahead to build nuclear weapons. 

Israel, for its part, despite being a rather small state in both area and population, plays an 

outsize role in American domestic politics. With arguably the largest Jewish population in the 

world, the U.S. has a very vocal community calling for the defense of the only Jewish State, so 

much so that the issue of being pro or against Israel is one of prominence on par with other social 

issues such as support for abortion or same-sex marriage. In line with this trend, is the now 

commonplace practice of presidential hopefuls in the U.S. venturing to Israel as part of the 

campaign trail, akin to visiting Iowa or New Hampshire. 

In the U.S., the Jewish community has long voted with the Democratic Party and served 

as an important group, especially within fundraising efforts. Witnessing the money that 

Democrats have been able to amass through their Jewish supporters, Republicans have long had 

their eye on capturing this key demographic in order to get their own piece of the financial pie. 

The problem is that social change moves very slowly, and entire demographics hardly ever 
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switch party affiliation overnight unless something major happens. What Republicans are doing 

now, is attempting to frame the JPCOA as exactly that something major. 

In an attempt to divorce the Democratic Party from one its most financially important 

demographics, Republicans have positioned themselves as the new defenders of Israel in an era 

marked by the Obama administration’s lack of unwavering support towards the government of 

the Jewish state. The culmination of this trend has been an outright blockade of the JPCOA by 

Republican senators and representatives, who sensing their time to pounce and claim Jewish 

votes (and money), have accused anyone in support of the Iran Nuclear Deal as being anti-Israel. 

This paints Democrats, whose support, even as the minority party in both houses, is pivotal in 

order to sustain President Obama’s veto after the likely passage of a resolution of disapproval by 

the Republican majority, into a corner. 

In light of this situation, the position that Senator Dianne Feinstein (D-CA), whose office 

I had the pleasure of working in this summer, has announced concerning the JPCOA is 

commendable. Despite being Jewish herself and representing California, which has the eighth-

largest Jewish population in the nation, as well as two of the ten metropolitan areas with the 

largest Jewish population in the country, she was among the first senators to come out in support 

of the Iran Nuclear Deal. Her firm support for the JPCOA is rooted in the crux of the deal, far 

beyond partisan politics. Viewed as an instrument of foreign policy, she sees the value of the 

JPCOA in allowing the U.S. to have some control over Iranian nuclear actions, something that 

would be nonexistent without the deal. Her objectivity in this matter sets her far apart from 

several of her peers. 

What essentially amounts to a partisan skirmish in order to secure the votes and financial 

resources of a minority that, by and large, cares less about Israeli affairs than politicians 
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themselves care, has serious repercussions that extend far beyond the capture of a notable 

demographic. Should the U.S. fail to follow up on its own implementation of the terms contained 

within the JPCOA, it will become an international laughingstock. The U.S. will appear 

dysfunctional in the face of the efficiency of some of its neighbors, its byzantine democratic 

process severely compromising its ability to act unilaterally on the international stage. It will 

have squandered an opportunity for lasting change in the Middle East, and, ironically, one of the 

best chances to ensure the security of Israel, as it is anyone’s guess when the stars will align 

again to allow China, Russia, Iran, and the U.S. to agree on something of this magnitude. Even 

our closest allies, the UK, France, and Germany will take a dimmer view of the U.S., no longer 

being able to place their faith in this country to get things done because of internal squabbling. If 

the U.S. is unable to rally around the flag now, the future of the U.S., especially in foreign 

policy, is a fractured one at best, where our power to make deals and agreements is severely 

diminished.  

I am a firm believer in the democratic process when applied to domestic politics. Yet 

foreign affairs, which operates on a separate level, should be somewhat liberated of the 

skirmishes and quibbles which dominate American domestic politics. Internal dysfunction is 

fine, but to expose these flaws to the outside world by failing to approve the JPCOA would 

signal that the U.S. is no longer the potent superpower of yesteryear, and the loss in prestige that 

would accompany such a perception is irreparable.  

 

 


