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The Evolution of US Policy towards Iran and the Iranian Nuclear Program 

 

Nivine Kazan 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

This is a study on the evolution of the US approach towards Iran and its nuclear 

program. Following an overview of the troubled US-Iranian relationship since the 

Islamic Revolution, the study zooms in on the domestic and international influences that 

drove President Barack Obama’s administration to pursue a multilateral deal with Iran 

over its nuclear program. It then presents the main provisions of the JCPOA- “Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action”- that emerged following lengthy and difficult 

negotiations between Obama’s administration, the governments of other major powers 

and the Iranian authorities. The thesis then turns to the abrupt shift in American policy 

towards Iran during Donald Trump’s administration that unilaterally withdrew the 

“United States” from the JCPOA and reintroduced a wide series of sanctions on Iran 

with the aim of strong-arming it back to the negotiating table but under new terms that 

also addressed Iran’s growing ballistic capabilities and its regional role. The thesis 

finally addresses the likelihood of the United States pursuing a more conciliatory 

approach towards Iran under the newly elected Democrat President Joe Biden.  

 

Keywords: United States, Iran, Multilateral Negotiations, Nuclear Proliferation, 

JCPOA, Economic Sanctions  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

In 2015, the world’s five major powers “China, France, Germany, Russia, the 

United Kingdom, and the United States”, in addition to the “European Union”, signed 

with Iran the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action”, thus establishing a pact concerning 

the “Iranian nuclear program”. This program has been a contentious matter for the 

global community, since at least 2003, after the disclosure that an enrichment facility 

had been built, and a heavy-water reactor had been under construction in Natanz, Iran. 

These steps were undertaken without informing the “International Atomic Energy 

Agency” (IAEA). Iran was oblivious to the fact that it was obliged to notify the IAEA 

of any facility Iran intends to build as a part of the nuclear program. After the revelation 

of the undisclosed facilities, the Security Council of the United Nations forced sanctions 

on Iran to pressure the Iranian government to halt all nuclear activities. Sanctions 

targeted Iran’s oil sector. This came on top of penalties on entities investing in its 

petroleum industry, international trade, international banks having businesses with Iran, 

and nuclear related sanctions (Rezapour, 2016).  Consequently, Iran’s GDP deteriorated 

after these sanctions. The outcome was that Iran underwent negative GDP growth rate 

reaching -8% in 2012, the lowest growth rate encountered in Iran before a deal was 

signed (Figure 1). According to Hakimian, “Iran’s economy is facing a lot of 

challenges, and these challenges have been accentuated by the sanctions” (2012). 
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In light of these economic pressures, the Iranian government intensified its 

efforts that aimed to mitigate the economic brunt of the imposed sanctions. According 

to Rezapour and Pedraza, Iran sought to begin negotiations that shed light on the 

primary condition of insuring that the nuclear plan was implemented for peaceful 

intentions exclusively. Iran claims that it never sought to enrich uranium to develop 

weapons which contradicts the beliefs of the international community. The nuclear deal 

was a result of negotiations that lasted for around 8 years (from 2008 to 2016) between 

the World powers (P5+1) and Iran (Davenport, 2021). According to the European 

Council (2019), based on the timeline agreed on in the JCPOA, most of the nuclear 

related sanctions will be lifted. Not to forget that Iran in return pledged to reduce its 

uranium enrichment activities. The foreknown activities were also perceived as a threat 

to several countries viz. United States, Israel, European countries, and several members 

of the international community. Iran’s Gulf neighbors, especially the Kingdom of Saudi 

Arabia, were also concerned about these efforts who found in a nuclear Iran an 

unwished-for neighboring country.   

In 2008, attempts to arrive at a deal that serves the interest of all concerned 

countries reached a fruitful point where it was possible for parties to sit down for 

negotiations. Following a number of rounds of talk overs, the so-called “Ultimate Deal” 

was finally reached and signed in 2015 during Barack Obama’s Presidency. US 

abidance by the agreement, however, did not outlast the term of the president who 

signed it. So, to speak, in 2017, Donald Trump became the United States President, 

following the end of President Obama second term. With that change, the Iran nuclear 

deal which emerged after arduous and lengthy negotiations that involved multiple actors 
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and multiplied efforts, collapsed - or at least entered a stage of deep freeze (Morello, 

2016). However, while delving into the calculations of both presidents Barack Obama 

and Donald Trump with regards to Iran’s nuclear activity, it would be clear that both 

presidents shared common objectives whether by achieving a deal or while abandoning 

it respectively. Throughout previous and present administrations, the United States key 

objectives with regards to Iran and its nuclear ambitions didn’t change vis-à-vis to stop 

Iran’s nuclear proliferation, achieving Israel’s security and attaining regional stability. 

The long-term goal was common but the means in achieving it differed between the two 

administrations. Under the Obama administration, increasing diplomacy with Iran and 

engaging with it through negotiations was the strategy used to reach the objective 

although the relations between the United States and Iran was hostile for years. 

Whereas, the Trump’s administration focused on increasing economic sanctions and 

containment on Iran, for the latter to accept the U.S. demands.  

 

This research explores the convergence of interests between the Iranian regime 

and the administration of President Barack Obama that led to the agreement on the 

nuclear deal focusing on the changes that occurred after the agreement was put into 

action. The research also addresses the basis of the deal that brought Iran to table, the 

way this deal would mitigate sanctions imposed on Iran’s economy, the reasons behind 

President Obama’s efforts seeking a nuclear deal, and the cause behind the collapse of 

the deal after its implementation during Trump’s presidency while focusing on the 

common objectives of both administrations that were achieved differently.   
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The thesis thus sheds light on a watershed event in US foreign policy under the 

Obama presidency, namely the administration’s perseverance in pursuing a multilateral 

strategy toward Iran that involved the US Western allies, who shared America’s 

apprehensions about a nuclear Iran. In the attempt of reaching the wanted target, they 

utilized a mixture of carrots and sticks to get the Iranians to agree to a deal that satisfies 

both parties. The pact was not to Iran’s disadvantage, and at the same time, it addressed 

US and western concerns by applying the brakes to the Iranian nuclear program. The 

abandonment of, or walking away from, the deal by the Trump administration also 

represents a significant shift in US foreign policy that warrants equal attention.   

1.1 Research Questions 

Two interlinked principal research questions guide this thesis.  First, what were 

the calculations and credits during Barack Obama’s presidency that favored an Iranian 

Nuclear deal? Second, what were the reasons behind the “walking away” from the deal 

under the subsequent Trump administration?  Both questions are predicated on the 

notion that the United States was the key player in the deal. The support of the Obama 

administration provided the chance for the deal to be reached. On the other hand, the 

determination of the Trump administration to terminate the deal, without offering a 

clearly articulated alternative, set its fate.  

 

1.2 Methodology  

Although Iranian nuclear program was a hotly debated topic for several years, 

there is still a need for detailed analysis of the calculations taken into consideration 
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by the responsible parties that prepared the deal. Relying on secondary sources, this 

thesis provides a qualitative analysis of the motives of the Obama administration 

that stand behind seeking a deal as well as the different motivations of its successor, 

the Trump administration, which rescinded it.  

 

1.3 Map of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided into five different chapters. The introduction presents the 

topic, the research question, and the methodology of the thesis. The second chapter 

reviews the literature on mutual interest between China, Russia and Iran before 

joining the negotiations against nuclear program of Iran that appeared after the 

Iranian revolution that took place in 1979, causing tension to escalate and US-

backed sanctions to be imposed on Iran. The chain of sanctions undermined Iran’s 

economy over more than 30 years, blocking international trades, freezing businesses 

with Iran, and segregating entities who facilitate the development of Iranian nuclear 

weapons. These US-supported acts take part and are discussed in this chapter that 

examines and explains the sanctions that paved the way towards the roundtables 

held between the countries (“P5+1” and Iran) to reach an agreement that would put 

an end to them. 

 Chapter three focuses on the United States’ domestic and foreign policy 

towards Iran. It zooms in on the interests of the Democratic President Obama who 

considered a commitment from and with Iran as an essential factor for welfare of the 

United States and the region. Although his predecessor George W. Bush, worked on 

reaching a “win-win” nuclear agreement between US and Iran, yet, the achievement 
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was granted to President Obama’s willpower in reaching a deal. The chapter 

explains Obama’s calculations towards a deal with Iran and the reasons behind his 

efforts in seeking such an agreement. Chapter four delves into the neo-realist 

approach of the nuclear program of Iran, the “Iranian nuclear deal” -namely 

JCPOA- that was issued and put into action in 2016 while focusing mainly on the 

“post-deal” decisions that appeared after President Trump was elected in the year 

2016, in addition to the main reasons behind Trump’s decision whether being 

logistic, political, or personal. Noting that these decisions led to an end of a deal that 

was recognized during Barack Obama’s presidency as a comfort to the U.S. towards 

the nuclear weapons used by Iran. Finally, the conclusion articulates the response to 

the research question suggesting the future of the Iranian Nuclear Deal after the 

newly elected president of the United States, Joe Biden. One purpose of the 

following study is to present a comparative analysis between the two United States’ 

“Presidents Barack Obama and Donald Trump” with regards to their roles in the rise 

and collapse of the Iranian nuclear deal respectively.  
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Chapter Two 

Overview on Sanctions imposed on Iran, the Rounds of 

Talks towards a Mutual Agreement and the Iranian 

Ultimate Deal 

 

This chapter provides a brief historical background of the international sanctions 

imposed on Iran after the Islamic Revolution and following the 1979 hostage crisis. The 

U.S.’s administrations perceived Iran as a risk to the nationwide security hence 

escalating sanctions that contributed to the deterioration of its’ economy and the 

termination of its diplomatic relations. Under the Presidency of Barack Obama, a new 

understanding towards Iran was reached which resulted in a round of talks between the 

great powers and Iran. The chapter further discusses the various meetings held to pursue 

a deal. Finally, it provides an overview of the Iranian Nuclear Deal.       

2.1 Overview of the U.S. Foreign Policy towards Iran 

“Foreign policy” is the term used to describe the governmental strategies in 

dealing with other states and countries. Decisions and strategies made, differ from being 

either everyday or historical decisions. Decisions made by political leaders are due to 

several reasons some of which are: shaping alliances, making peace, reaching 

agreements with other states, creating diplomatic relations or imposing sanctions in case 

of nuclear non-proliferation. The role of decision making in foreign policy is to identify 

what would affect the states’ action internationally.  

Over the past 25 years, the U.S.-Iranian relations went from an unstable intense 

relation to periods of apathy and hostility. All ties that existed previously under the 



8 
 

Iranian Shah were deconstructed after the hostage crisis. The U.S. government has long 

operated with antagonism towards Iran as the latter was considered a bundle of troubles 

on several levels. The U.S. saw Iran as a terrorist, weaponry of mass destruction, threat 

to the world and a danger to international peace. “The 1979 revolution transformed Iran 

from a pillar of U.S. policy and what then-President Jimmy Carter called an island of 

stability in one of the most troubled areas of the world into one of the leading threats to 

the regional status quo and the international system” (2001, Maloney). Emboldened by 

its success at home, while sensing multiple domestic and regional threats, the new 

Iranian regime sought to export the revolution to Iran’s neighbors thus threatening the 

United States allies. The U.S. response came in the form of an approach that 

emphasized economic and political containment of the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

In 2001, George Walker Bush became America’s president. He faced so many 

challenges with regards to foreign policy. In his single term administration, President 

Bush had taken a realistic approach towards Iran in an attempt to inaugurate new 

relations with it. There were attempts on fostering American-Iranian oil investments. 

However, Iran feared that these attempts will benefit the U.S. after their victory in Iraq; 

thus, they provide the chance to establish regional U.S. military bases. “The result was a 

foreign policy dominated by hardliners who viewed the United States as an imperialist 

power attempting world dominance” (Fagernes, 2011).  

On its part, the Iranian regime sought to weaken American influence in the 

Middle East by thrashing out Arabs that cooperated with the U.S. In response to the 

new Iranian foreign policy, the “dual containment” policy was introduced by the United 

States President William Jefferson Clinton (Gause III, 1994). The dual-containment 
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policy was implemented toward both Iraq and Iran to limit their threat to the United 

States and its supporters. “Containment was based on the premise that both Iraq and 

Iran were hostile powers and that the balance of power in the Gulf was inherently 

unstable” (Riedel, 2010).  According to Riedel, the objective of this policy was to apply 

non-diplomatic relations and economic pressure on both states, thus persuading Iran’s 

government to change its behavior vis- à-vis its WMD, support of terrorism, etc. 

(2010). Clintons’ dual containment approach, which he believed would change Iran’s 

behavior, was criticized by leading Republicans for being tough and harsh on Iran. On 

the other hand, other republicans believed that toughening policies towards Iran is the 

only tactic to lead to a major change within Iran’s behavior (Fagernes, 2011). 

Nevertheless, moderate republicans sought economic sanctions as a tool to pressure Iran 

to change its behavior. Similar to many U.S. officials, the United States Secretary of 

State Condoleeza Rice, described the Iranian regime as “a threat against American 

interests and allies in the Middle Eastern region” (Fagernes, 2011). She also supported 

the use of military forces against Iran. At first, the Bush administration struggled to find 

an inclusive approach towards Iran, but it rather tightened sanctions and ignored all the 

Iranian efforts to engage in talks. Colin Powell, the “U.S. secretary of state” during 

Bush’s first term, advocated a realistic approach that was seen as a continuation to 

Clinton’s policies although the office of the Vice President and the Pentagon opposed 

these policies (Fagernes, 2011).  

The George W. Bush administration, and through the press conference held by 

Condoleezza Rice on May 31st 2006, announced that the United States and the EU3 are 

now ready to negotiate together concerning Iran’s nuclear program (Rice, 2006). Many 
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U.S. advocates and Iranians feared that the U.S. policy will aim at changing the Iranian 

regime whereas Rice’s announcement showed that the United States tends to change the 

regimes’ behavior and not the regime itself. In consideration of the facts above, in 2015, 

the Obama administration was able to shift the emphasis from imposing sanctions on 

Iran to placing more weight on diplomacy and multilateral negotiations (Maloney, 

2015). 

 

2.2 Overview of the International Sanctions Imposed on Iran 

According to multiple sources, including the BBC, the 1978-1979 revolution in 

Iran toppled Iran’s Shah Mohamad Pahlavi who was a close U.S. ally and a pillar of US 

Middle Eastern policy (2019, June 21). At the height of the revolution, Iran witnessed 

the hostage crisis where students hosted Americans in the U.S. embassy in Tehran. 

Sanctions on Iran were imposed by President Jimmy Carter in the context of the hostage 

crisis, thus blocking all Iranian assets held in the United States (Katzman, 2020). Iran 

was considered by the United States as a threat to its economy, the foreign policy of the 

nation, and the national security. The series of sanctions that had been imposed on Iran 

crippled its economic activity and broke its diplomatic relations with the United States. 

Sanctions included various executive orders known as E.O. 12170, E.O. 12205, E.O. 

12211, E.O. 13599, and many similar actions. Each one of the orders focused on 

blocking or terminating transactions between both countries. President Jimmy Carter, 

armed by his authority granted by the U.S. constitution and law and due to the national 

emergency need, issued the executive orders to address the Iranian threat on the U.S.’s 
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national security.  The executive orders were used as hard power to deal with the threat. 

These sanctions escalated with President Ronald Reagan’s administration that declared 

Iran as a sponsor for terrorism (Blakemore, 2019). In 1995, President William Jeffrey 

Clinton (1993-2001) additionally expanded these sanctions. According to Jones, 

“President Clinton took this action against Iran amid widespread fear it (Iran) was 

pursuing weapons of mass destruction” (2019, January 29). Accordingly, the sanctions 

scenario continued unabated.  

In 1997, all American investments and trade with Iran were totally banned (Sen, 

2018). Under George W. Bush’s presidency, the assets of businesses and individuals 

who were identified as supporters of Iran’s terrorism and who were accused of working 

to destabilize Iraq, were frozen (Katzman, 2020). President Barack Obama signed “the 

Bill” or what is also called as the “Comprehensive Iran Sanctions, Accountability, and 

Divestment Act (CISADA)” after the majority of U.S. congress members supported this 

act, on the 1st of July, 2010. Briefly, CISADA is an act that covers a wider range of 

sanctions on Iran. This range includes prohibiting entities who maintain U.S. banking 

through bank accounts of non- US institutions that work on facilitating the Iranian 

weapon of mass destruction (WMD) development or acquisition, and those who provide 

financial transactions to promote Iran’s Islamic Revolution (Sanctions Alert). The 

United States was not alone in imposing sanctions on Iran.  

The established sanctions were supported by the European Union and the United 

Nations. The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), that aims at sustaining 

international peace and security, adopted the sixth resolution (1929) by June 2010, that 

tends to impose new sanctions on the nuclear activity of Iran. In the same manner of the 
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formerly mentioned resolutions, the one adopted by the UNSC imposed new sanctions 

on Iran after its failure in its implementation as described by the UNSC. According to 

Davenport, the UN Security Council passed resolution 1696 in year 2006, which 

required Iran to halt its uranium enrichment program. During the same year, the UNSC 

implemented another resolution (1737) echoing the main provisions of the previously 

adopted ones. One year later, due to Iran’s failure to abide by the previous resolutions, 

the UNSC adopted resolution 1747 in addition to imposing new sanctions that tend to 

freeze the funds of individuals or entities and adding on the list of prohibited items that 

can be either exported or imported to or by Iran. In 2008, two resolutions were adopted 

by the UNSC that force some new sanctions on Iran. In 2010, as mentioned previously, 

the UNSC adopted its sixth resolution that was the last one before signing the Iranian 

nuclear deal (Davenport, 2017). 

 

2.3 Round of Talks Towards an Agreement 

On July 19, 2008, Iran was asked for the first time to accept a compromise for 

international talks presented by William J. Burns, a representative of the six negotiating 

partners (France, the United States, Germany, Britain, China and Russia) to negotiate its 

nuclear ambitions. Unfortunately, Iran considered the latter issue as a non-negotiable 

issue and responded with a written document through which it firmly clarified that it 

would not stop enriching uranium (Sciolino, 2008). The mechanism of the negotiations 

offered by the “world powers” was a formula known as “freeze-to-freeze” strategy 

where the U.S. and the other powers proposed political and economic incentives 
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through freezing the sanctions on Iran for a period of six weeks. In return, Iran’s role 

was to cease any addition to its nuclear program. These six weeks were granted in order 

to find a way for negotiations, but eventually they failed in achieving their aim.  

In 2009, and after Barack Obama assumed the presidency of the United States, 

Iran’s sixth President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who served for eight consecutive years 

starting from August 2005 up until August 2013, welcomed negotiations with the 

United States concerning the Iranian nuclear strategy after considering that the 

American policy shift was honest (Landler and Fathi, 2009). According to Landler and 

Fathi, President Ahmadinejad was ready for a change if the basis of this change were 

expressed through actions not only mere words (2009). Iran’s acceptance of talks came 

after different initiatives by Obama’s administration. The ice-breakers started with the 

greetings sent by the latter to the Iranians during the Islamic New Year and did not stop 

at the unplanned meeting between the American presidential envoy Richard Holbrooke 

and an Iranian diplomat (Landler and Fathi, 2009).  

On the other hand, the United States Secretary of State during Barack Obama’s 

first presidential term, Hillary Clinton, considered the engagement with Iran as a very 

crucial one in order to persuade Iran to cease all its efforts of obtaining nuclear 

weapons. Meanwhile, the United States approach focused on building support with its 

allies like France, Germany, and Russia persuade Iran to discontinue its uranium 

enrichment. Nonetheless, another plan was readied if the U.S. endeavors failed to find 

their way; in that case, they would impose tougher sanctions on Iran. In the meantime, 

sanctions on Iran by the UNSC kept on incrementing while Iran blamed the U.S. along 
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with Israel for several bomb attacks killing Iranian Nuclear Scientists (Sinha & Beachy, 

2015).  

Three years after the first attempt of negotiations and optimism, the negotiations 

between the world powers and Iran failed to achieve a remarkable development on the 

main issue represented as the “nuclear program”. In 2012, a new but similar-to-former 

talks was held by the six world powers that still insisted on freezing Iran’s uranium 

enrichment production. However, Iran’s main aim out of these negotiations was to ease 

the imposed economic sanctions and to restore its right to proceeding in the enrichment 

uranium program (Davenport, 2021).  

Moreover, another round of talks was planned for June 2012, but unfortunately, 

the new attempt was aborted as well due to a series of new “economic sanctions 

imposed on Iran”; in addition to a declaration issued by the “International Atomic 

Energy Agency” that pursue to encourage “peaceful usage of nuclear energy”. The 

organization declared that Iran had made no advancement on providing access to the 

restricted sites of nuclear weaponries (Erlanger and Gladstone, 2012). In November 

2012, the world powers and Iran agreed to launch a round of talks, so the meetings took 

place in Kazakhstan in 2013 where further negotiations were held over two days. The 

negotiations were suspended with no agreement on the future of the enriched uranium, 

elevation of some sanctions, or any further talks being scheduled. As an outcome of the 

suspension of talks, President Ahmadinejad announced the expansion of Iran’s uranium 

production.  It had become clear by that time that all the efforts done by Iran were for 

two main purposes: to continue on developing its uranium enrichment program and to 

lift US, EU and UNSC sanctions imposed (Davenport, 2021).  
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Nevertheless, the first official US-Iran talk since 1979, between both leaders 

(President Hassan Rouhani (the newly elected president) and President Obama) took 

place on September 27, 2013 through a phone call that was concluded by an agreement 

on accelerating the talks concerning the nuclear program (Katzman, 2020). It is 

important to note that during all previous talks a representative of Iran’s president was 

present and not the president himself. The Obama administration, in its turn, gave its 

credence to the resumption of some enrichment activities but on its own terms as well. 

The administration announced that the deal aims at limiting but not utterly terminating 

all kinds of activities. Another condition was clearly stated and promised about the 

elevation of the sanctions that was contingent on the implementation of the deal. 

(Inskeep, 2015). Throughout the negotiations that were held between the world powers 

and Iran on November 2013, an allotment was accomplished to freeze the nuclear 

program for a time interval of six months.  

In the meantime, they comprehensively discussed terms ensuring that the use of 

the nuclear program would be exclusive for peaceful reasons.  The negotiators reached 

the final touches of the accord on January 2014. However, the deal was subjected to 

criticism from Iranian hard-liners, American lawmakers, and Israeli leaders (Gordon 

and Schmitt, 2014). Even though President Obama was insisting on achieving a deal 

with Iran, the Congress was able to reject the Plan of Action before it was signed. What 

would president Obama do if the Plan of Action was rejected? In that case, president 

Obama promised to veto any disapproval. He asserted as well that an agreement can 

possibly restructure the U.S.-Iranian relationship after years of mutual enmity 
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(Katzman, 2020). Obama’s decision emphasized on the implementation of the deal 

where talks between Iran and the P5+1 maintained the same pace until July 2015.  

2.4 Overview of the Iranian Nuclear Deal (The JCPOA) 

On one hand, the European Union, the U.S., members of the UNSC along with 

Germany, and Iran, finally reached a deal known as “Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

Action” the “JCPOA” regarding the “scope of the Iranian Nuclear program”. This deal 

was put into implementation on January 2016, and it significantly eliminated Iran’s 

ability in producing plutonium weapons and limited its ability to enrich uranium for a 

period of fifteen years (The White House, 2016). Additionally, it eased sanctions that 

were previously imposed on Iran and launched mechanisms in case Iran refused to 

comply with the deal by the International Atomic Energy Agency.  As an example, 

Natanz and Fordo were the facilities of enriched uranium before the deal. But after the 

deal, Fordo facility was converted from fuel enrichment to a technology center leaving 

Natanz as the only uranium enrichment plant (Figure 2). Moreover, after the agreement 

was finalized, a period of sixty days after signing the deal was given to the Congress by 

the “Iran Nuclear Agreement Review Act (INARA)” during which they could review 

the whole plan prior to President Barack Obama’s waiver of the sanctions (Daugirdas, 

and Mortenson, 2015, p.649). 

Sequentially, the JCPOA was structured referring to five key days. The first one 

was the “Finalization Day”, the day where the negotiations between the P5+1 were 

concluded. Second was the “Adoption Day” that took place ninety days after the UNSC 

endorsed the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action”. The third stage was the 
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“Implementation Day” where Iran was certified by the IAEA that it took all the required 

steps agreed on in the JCPOA. The fourth landmarked day is the “Transition Day” that 

would take place either after eight years from the “Adoption Day” or after the IAEA 

approves that Iran is implementing a peaceful nuclear program. During this same phase, 

both the U.S. and the EU will look for a legislative action that terminates the nuclear 

economic sanctions and some of the non-proliferation sanctions imposed on Iran. 

Finally, the fifth day is the “Termination Day” following the “Adoption Day” by ten 

years, where the Security Council of the United States approving the “JCPOA” will be 

terminated, and the EU will in turn terminate the remaining sanctions (Daugirdas, and 

Mortenson, 2015, p. 651). Furthermore, the JCPOA offered the United States a sense of 

comfort by means of Iran’s inability to build any nuclear program secretly (BBC, 2019).  

As mentioned earlier, the JCPOA limited Iran’s capacity to develop plutonium 

or uranium at levels sufficient to create a nuclear bomb. Within fifteen years, and as 

Iran passages towards meeting the “international qualification standards”, it would be 

able to produce enriched uranium but only as a small stock with low levels that is 

considered as insufficient for a bomb to be produced. According to Daugirdas and 

Mortenson, “These levels of enrichment, combined with a two-thirds reduction in 

Iranian centrifuges, are designed to ensure that Iran would not have enough material, or 

centrifuges running, to make a bomb’s worth of weapons-grade uranium in less than a 

year (the breakout period)” (2015, p.651).  According to the terms of the JCPOA, the 

Fordow facility should be transformed into a technology, physics and nuclear site 

(Daugirdas & Mortenson, 2015). A notion should be taken into consideration in case the 

IAEA ascertained any nuclear activity in Arak heavy water reactor or Fordo facility. 
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The latter’s inspectors have the right to visit locations with the purpose of confirming 

any unwarranted nuclear activities considered inconsistent with the JCPOA (Daugirdas 

& Mortenson, 2015). For the Iranians, this agreement discontinues the prolonged 

sanctions imposed, but then the sanctions can be re-imposed in case one of the constant 

members of the “Security Council” vetoed the resolution (Daugirdas and Mortenson, 

2015). This demonstrates that Iran could get back to the pre-deal situation.  

 In conclusion, American officials including Presidents, the United Nations 

Security Council and the EU, have opted to influence Iran through applying sanctions as 

it was portrayed a threat to the region. The increased sanctions had a major impact on 

the Iranian economy which forced it to resort to the table for negotiations. Although the 

Iranian president Ahmadinejad refused to negotiate with the world powers for an 

agreement, yet president Rouhani supported negotiations and took the first initiative 

towards the round of talks (Davenport, 2021). In 2015, and after a series of negotiations 

under Barack Obama’s presidency, the P5+1 along with Iran reached the “Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action” or what is known as the “Iranian Nuclear Deal”. The 

deal limited Iran’s uranium enrichment and in return lifted the imposed sanctions on 

Iran (Robinson, 2021).    
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Figure 1: A graph showing the changes in Iran’s Economic Growth during the 

years were sanctions were imposed and then released.   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: A graph showing the changes agreed under the Iranian deal to limit the 

 nuclear program 
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Chapter Three 

 

The U.S. Domestic Politics’ Influence on its Foreign 

Policy and the Democratic President Barack Obama’s 

Calculations Towards the Iranian Deal 

 

This chapter discusses the American domestic and foreign policy under the 

Obama administration. Domestic and foreign policies are at the core of analyzing the 

conduct of states. First, domestic policy focuses on all decisions taken within the 

borders of a country that pertain to governance. Whereas foreign policy emphasizes 

bilateral or multilateral relations with other states and international organizations. To 

understand U.S. President Barack Obama’s impact on the United States relations with 

the world, it is essential to address the U.S. domestic policy’s effect on its foreign 

policy, and the changes that resulted from Obama’s election to the presidency. That 

said, unlike his predecessors, Obama’s strategy pivoted towards reducing tensions with 

adversaries, and in turn providing peace and security.  

 

3.1 The Effect of U.S. Domestic Politics on its Foreign Policy  

 

Foreign policy involves the study of all interactions of a state with other states. 

It is spearheaded by the head of government aimed at achieving both domestic and 

international agendas. When discussing the United States, we cannot but mention its 

great influence on the whole world on several levels: “political, economic, and military” 

(Hussain, 2011). So as to understand the effect of the U.S.’ domestic policy on its 
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foreign policy, we need to study the nature of cooperation between the political parties.  

As put forth in an article by Will Moore and David Lanoue, the most important 

determinant of a president’s decision is not the international dimension but rather the 

domestic one (2003).  

For advocates of the United States’ international leadership and, specifically, 

proponents of the “American democratic model”, the U.S.’s domestic politics and the 

well-being of the “American democracy” should be discomfiting (Kraft, & Ballard, 

2020). These domestic factors have significantly affected the means by which United 

States engages in international affairs, and this would lead to long-term implications in 

terms of “American power, alliances, and its grand strategy” (Kraft, & Ballard, 2020). 

The national volatility of politics can result in a world in which nations perform their 

utmost to lessen their reliance on the United States. According to Kraft and Ballard, “In 

less concrete terms, the ways partisanship has hampered good governance in the U.S. 

hinders what has been a longstanding ability of the U.S. to link its hard power in the 

military and economic arenas with the soft power gained by the example of American 

democratic governance” (2020).  

While bipartisan agreement, involves the cooperation between opposing political 

parties, is considered as a sponsor of better policy, its antipode (partisanship) hinders the 

sustainability and development of such an approach.  Thus, what hinders the United 

States’ capability to settle through a “long-run foreign policy” objective, is not only the 

commitment to one political party, but also the consecutive changes in Washington that 

weakens its ability to offer a long-term assurance for the United States’ supporters. As 

stated in one recent article, the growing grief between republicans and democrats raises 
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various questions on U.S.’ ability to follow agreements and to learn from its policy failure 

(Drenzer, Krebs, & Schweller, 2020).  

Moreover, the level of polarization recognized today can be the outcome of the 

U.S. advantaged international position. Polarization captures numerous interconnected 

phenomena. The first feature is the “ideological positions of political elites” (Schultz, 

2019). The second aspect of polarization is the categorization of the public into 

homogenous political parties, in the sense that the identifications of the parties and 

ideological positions are compliant with each other. On the same level people become 

more liable to the party they identify with. Thirdly, the increase of hate and mistrust of 

people from the opposing parties makes it hard for people of a certain party to “hold on 

policy proposals from the other side” (Schultz, 2019). The last phenomenon is the 

fragmentation of the media (increase of choice and consumption through a range of media 

platforms) on various news sources as radio, internet, and television. This helps people in 

choosing the source that best conforms to their previous views and beliefs (Schultz, 

2019).   

According to Desch, a peaceful political environment generates a sense of 

restlessness in a state. On the contrary, facing a challenging domestic-security 

procreates unity (1996). Political leaders were able to spread division among the U.S. 

public, due to safety and security, without reaching a weakened state within the country 

(Walt, 2019). Unfavorably, one of the most important negative impacts of polarization in 

a country is the decreased ability to achieve a long-term “country on top” (Walt, 2019). 

Thus, American foreign policy might face hindrances if the domestic polarization 
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prevented the government from pursuing effective actions concerning any economic or 

geo-political problem in the country.  

3.2 Barack Obama’s Foreign Policy towards Iran 

The election of “Barack Obama” to the U.S. presidency in 2008 encouraged 

optimism that significant alterations within the United States foreign policy were to be 

initiated. According to Pasternak, “President Obama may end up having the most 

transformative foreign policy presidency of any Democratic president since World War 

II” (2015). Counter arguments emerged regarding Obama’s implementation of his 

transformative foreign policy where it was viewed as being spoiled by the absence of 

leadership and indecisiveness (Pasternak, 2015). What led to the latter view was Obama’s 

approach towards foreign policy plans, prioritization of domestic issues, and the 

disinclination to use the aggressive language preferred by parts of the U.S. publics.    

Obama promised Americans a fundamental change in the closed mindsets and 

outdated doctrines that previously shaped the administration’s policies (Unger, 2016). He 

intended to avoid previous policies that would drag into an open-ended conflict that 

distract other foreign policies especially in the “Asia-Pacific region”. In a broader 

clarification, Obama’s plan was to epitomize the U.S. intensive military participation in 

the Middle East that had been a feature of the past three decades, and to refocus on the 

economic aspect in the “Asia-Pacific region” that was playing a crucial part in both trade 

and investment sectors of the U.S. (Unger, 2016).  

According to Unger, “Along with this new realism, Obama also offered the 

promise of renewed idealism in the form of turning away from ‘un-American’ practices 
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like torture and returning to policies more in conformity with American values and the 

U.S. constitution” (2016). In reference to the U.S. constitution, Obama did not aim at 

minimizing the U.S. well-known power, but he rather sought to use this power properly 

and accurately. Obama thought it would be possible to alter the substance of American 

foreign policy without changing any operating structure (Unger, 2016). 

  

Altering foreign policy was Barack Obama’s fundamental goal which he 

proclaimed to achieve during his candidacy. His target was not restricted to putting an 

end to wars; he went further in his work to alter the mindset of indulging the U.S. in a 

war (Unger, 2016). According to Keller, “Obama rejects the War on Terror as the 

overarching paradigm of American foreign policy” (2008). The five main goals he 

announced during his candidacy that would guide his foreign policy were as follows: 

(1) emphasizing the importance of fighting against al-Qaeda and Taliban in both 

Pakistan and Afghanistan, (2) putting an end to the war in Iraq, (3) rebuilding alliances 

even with adversaries, (4) attaining energy security for the U.S. as well as combating 

climate change, and (5) decreasing the amounts of nuclear weapons in the world 

(Pasternak, 2015). These goals demonstrated Obama’s focus on altering the United 

States foreign policy towards Iraq, Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Iran that had lasted for 

years (Pasternak, 2015).  

 

With all the disappointments that arose against Obama’s aim in restructuring 

American foreign policy, it cannot be ignored that certain remarkable improvements 

were achieved. Throughout his first months as a president, Obama was able to avoid an 
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impending financial disaster that threatened to erode America’s international position 

thus causing several economic complications (Unger, 2016). Even though steps to 

rescue the economy from failure had been previously taken by his predecessors, yet 

when Obama took office, the United States was still passing through increasing 

unemployment rates and frozen credit markets (Unger, 2016). 

 On the 17th of February, 2009, Barack Obama signed the “American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act” that helped stimulating the package that helped in ending the 

Great Recession of 2008 (Amadeo, 2021). The economic stimulus package helped in 

decreasing taxes, funding public work projects, and extending unemployment benefits. 

Moreover, during the summer of 2010, President Obama signed “the Dodd-Frank Wall 

Street Reform Act” as a law that protected taxpayers and consumers from the risks of 

investments done by banks (Amadeo, 2021). Moreover, President Obama along with 

Congress agreed on a supplementary stimulus in the form of a Tax cut. Following the 

efforts undertaken in the financial, employment, and economic spheres, the Obama 

Administration managed to overturn the domestic economic recession. Concomitantly, 

the administration introduced important changes to the U.S. foreign policy that were 

more impactful internationally.  

 

Building alliances, or at least improving relations, with U.S. former foes was 

one of Obama’s goals, as mentioned earlier. The basis of his foreign policy hard work 

was labelled as the “Pivot to Asia” that was later renamed the “Global Rebalance” 

(Pasternak, 2015). The American relationship with “Asia” addressed various aspects of 

“bilateral and multilateral trade, diplomatic initiatives, economic, security, and defense 
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cooperation” (Pasternak, 2015). Although the idea was saluted by some countries, yet 

the implementation of the latter cooperation has been criticized by others for being frail. 

This is attributed, in part, to the strategy favored by the “Obama administration” that 

perceived bilateral initiatives, in which efforts to upsurge cooperation was personalized 

to an “individual-national relationship” rather than a “unified model” applied to all 

nations. President Obama enlivened the importance of regional support in Asia and 

Europe, simultaneously “negotiating the biggest trade agreements, regularizing 

diplomatic relations with Cuba, and the Iranian Nuclear Deal” (Pasternak, 2015).  

Before discussing the trade partnership that took place and was considered a key 

trade deal between different countries in brief, it is noteworthy to highlight President 

Obama’s will in negotiating a deal with the Iranians that reduced the use of nuclear 

weapons (Davenport, 2021). During his campaign, in a speech delivered in Prague, 

Obama stated that one of the five goals he sought to achieve is decreasing the nuclear 

weaponry stock used around the world (The White House, 2009). By this, Iran took part 

of his planning towards anti-weaponry world.  

Moving forward, the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP), signed in 2016 and after 

numerous negotiations between twelve nations including Japan, Canada, Australia, 

Peru, etc. was seen as the core of “President Obama’s strategical pivot toward Asia” 

(McBride, Chatzky & Siripurapu 2019). According to McBride, Chatzky and 

Siripurapu, “the TPP was set to become the world’s largest free trade deal, covering 

40 percent of the global economy” (2015). Unfortunately, Obama’s vision towards 

trade relations with the Asia-Pacific region had been criticized, although it had 

various pros such as expanding trade, increasing the level of investments, creating 
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new job opportunities, and stimulating economic growth (McBride, Chatzky, and 

Siripurapu, 2015).  

 

On April 5, 2009, a few months after taking office as the United States’ 

President, Obama delivered a speech in Prague (Czech Republic) where he focused on 

one of the most fundamental issues of peace and security for the world, “the future of 

nuclear weapons” (“The White House”, 2009). In that same speech, Obama stated that 

the “threat” of international “nuclear war” has diminished, but the peril of a “nuclear 

attack” has increased. More states have acquired nuclear weapons as nuclear testing 

continued considering as well that technological advancement in building bombs 

continued unabated. He continued by stating, “So today, I state clearly and with 

conviction America's commitment to seek the peace and security of a world without 

nuclear weapons” (“The White House”, 2009). Obama announced his willingness to 

adopt rational conclusions that specify where the U.S.’s security interest was involved 

and where they were not, thus defining where the U.S. military intervention is required 

(The White House, 2009).  

Unlike his predecessors, President Obama used a respectful linguistic approach 

while addressing leaders and publics abroad which was considered as a significant 

factor in altering some American foreign policies. With his first television interview on 

Al-Arabiya, President Obama stated that his aim is to show the world that America is 

not the world’s enemy (Al-Arabiya, 2009). He then stated that with all his travels 

throughout the “Muslim world”, he reached the conclusion that “the Muslim world is 

filled with extraordinary people who simply want to live their lives and see their 
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children live better lives” (Al-Arabiya, 2009). With these simple words, Obama was 

pleading to Muslims around the world in order to trust him, his words, and his actions. 

Building trust with Muslims was seen as a way to strengthen faith in Obama’s strategy 

towards Iran and its nuclear prospect. Additionally, he explained in his interview with 

“Al-Arabiya”, “if countries like Iran are willing to unclench their fist, they will find an 

extended hand from us” (2009).  

During this interview, President Obama was smoothing the way towards a 

constructive diplomatic discourse with Iran. Few weeks later, he raised the opportunity 

of “direct engagement” with Iran; a face-to-face engagement that would result in 

shifting policy to a new direction (Erdbrink, 2009). In the year 2009, President Obama, 

and based on his efforts in strengthening the diplomatic relations between states, was 

awarded the Noble Peace Prize (The Noble Prize, 2009). According to Oslo, Obama 

worked on a new strategy in international politics by relying on negotiations and 

dialogues as the key to resolving international conflicts (2009).  

 

 3.3 The Calculations of the Democratic President Obama in Pursuing 

a Multilateral Agreement with Iran. 

The Iranian nuclear program went through various ups and downs before 

reaching a multilateral agreement with the P5+1; an agreement that was boosted by the 

efforts of President Barack Obama. The basic question addressed below is as follows: 

What were the strategies applied with regards to Iran’s nuclear weapons before 

President Obama’s efforts towards a deal paid off?  
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Dating back to the year 1968, Iran signed a Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) that 

prevented it from the spread of nuclear weapons and promoted its peaceful use (Sterio, 

2016). However, an approximation of two years later, and regardless of the treaty 

signed, Iran began developing its nuclear technology after being assisted by the United 

States’ Atoms for Peace, during the presence of the American-supported Shah (Sterio, 

2016). After that, and in the year 1979, Iran suspended its nuclear program after the 

Iranian Revolution took place. Add to all the previous reasons, Iran witnessed political 

and economic instability after the hostage crisis that took place in 1979 (Hakimian, 

2012). U.S. president Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) imposed sanctions on Iran thus 

blocking Iranian assets held in the U.S. (Katzman, 2019). The United States considered 

Iran as a threat to its national security, economy, and foreign policy. Later on, when 

President Ronald Reagan came into office in 1981, sanctions on Iran escalated after 

declaring Iran as a sponsor for terrorism by his administration (Blakemore, 2019). Not 

to forget mentioning the “Iran-Contra affair which was a secret U.S. arms deal” during 

President Reagans’ administration. Reagan involved a weapons-for-hostages exchange. 

Under this arms’ deal, the “Reagan’s administration sold missiles to Iran where in 

exchange, Iran worked on releasing American hostages from Lebanon” (Britannica, 

2020).  

With all the new complications, added to the lack of support and escalated 

tensions in the Arab region, Reagan was left with no choice other than looking for 

military and political power base to break out this dilemma (“The New York Times”, 

1983). According to The New York Times, in the year 1983, President Reagan secretly 

authorized and convinced Israel’s leaders that both countries “Israel and the United 
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States” should “enter a degree of strategic cooperation” (“The New York Times”, 

1983). Moreover, George H.W. Bush had a minor role in the Iran-Contra affair during 

which he was still America’s vice president. He affirmed that “he was out of the loop” 

although he admitted that he knew about the weapon sales to Iran under Reagan’s 

Presidency (Britannica, 2020) 

In 1993, President Bill Clinton became America’s 42nd president. While 

presidents from the Democratic party are expected to follow less hawkish polices than 

Republican presidents, Clinton betrayed these expectations and expanded sanctions on 

Iran. The “Clinton administration identified Iran and Iraq as a risk to America’s interest 

in the Persian Gulf and Arab region” (Gause, 1994). The administration in that era 

initiated a “dual containment” policy to treat the threats through isolating Iran and Iraq 

by cutting them off from the global trade, paralyzing their economic system, and 

promising a regime change in Iraq (Gause, 1994).  

In 2002, an Iranian dissident group revealed that an “enrichment facility has 

been built and a heavy-water reactor was under construction in Natanz without 

informing the IAEA” (Sterio, 2016). After the revelation of the undisclosed facilities, 

the UN Security Council (UNSC) enforced sanctions on Iran to force it into halting all 

nuclear activities (Rezapour, 2016). In 2006, “Micah Zenko, a senior fellow of the 

Council of Foreign Relations (CFR)”, pointed out that the Bush administration offered 

negotiations with Iran regarding its nuclear program (Beauchamp, 2015). According to 

Beauchamp, Stephen Hadley -the former United States National Security Advisor- 

noted that the Bush’s strategy “was to offer” “the relaxation of existing economic 

sanctions and active international support for a truly peaceful civilian nuclear program 
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in exchange for clear limits on Iran's ability to push toward a bomb” (Beauchamp, 

2015). Since then, the Iranian nuclear program was a contentious issue.  

After President Obama took office in January 2009, the Iranian nuclear issue 

had entered a tough phase. In retrospect, a year before Obama being assigned as the 

U.S.s’ President (on July 19, 2008) Iran was asked, for the first time since the 

occurrence of the crisis in 1979, to accept a renew attempt for international talks with 

the six negotiating partners P5+1 (Davenport, 2021). The intention behind the talks was 

to negotiate its nuclear ambitions, but Iran refused to compromise. As a result, Congress 

pressured the White House to upsurge sanctions on Iran (Castiglioni, 2013). During 

Obama’s second term, he continued to face a division in the political environment 

between a Republican House of Representatives and a Democratic-controlled Senate 

that resulted in stalemates in the Congress (Lumen, 2021). Practically, the “Congress’s” 

ability to disrupt the Iranian nuclear agreement is minimal. According to Hanauer, “the 

president is likely to veto any congressional effort to block implementation of a nuclear 

agreement, and Congress may not have the votes to override this presidential 

prerogative” (2015).  

Given these principles, President Obama’s discreet efforts in the preliminary 

phase had to focus on two issues. First, he had to build trust with Tehran. Second, he 

had to prevent Congress from imposing harsher sanctions (Castiglioni, 2013) on Iran 

that would complicate the quest for a diplomatic solution to the stalemate. The State 

Department policy review under the surveillance of Hillary Clinton’s messenger envoy, 

“Dennis Ross”, who served as a “special assistant to President Obama and a special 
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advisor to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton” reaffirmed the relevance of the nuclear 

problem in the diplomatic approach to Iran (Castiglioni, 2013).  

The review was done by the initiative taken by Obama, and launched by the 

administration, in order to recognize the most effective way to apply the new strategy 

towards Iran and its potential for diplomacy. According to Castiglioni, the aim of the 

approach was to “shift to the so-called hybrid option favored by Ross (a new 

formulation for the dual-track strategy) based on the combination of tightening 

sanctions, including incentives to Russia and China to support the sanctions while 

engaging Iran without preconditions” (2013). Dennis Ross had an effective turn in 

determining the involvement of the United States in the Middle East peace process and 

“dealing directly with the parties in negotiations” (The Washington Institute, 2021).  

Obama’s calculations towards a deal with Iran were primarily to contain its 

ability in enriching uranium. That was clear from the first day of his presidency after he 

declared this issue in most of his speeches. Obviously, this was not Obama’s own will; 

rather, he worked on securing Israel from the “risk of the proliferation of Iranian 

nuclear weapons” (Goldberg, 2012). In July 2010, during a press conference held 

between President Obama and the Israeli Prime Minister “Netanyahu”, Obama stated 

that there would be no changes in the U.S. policy with regards to nuclear proliferation 

issues; “We strongly believe that given its size, its history, the region that it is in, and 

the threats that are leveled against it that Israel has unique security requirements. It's got 

to be able to respond to threats or any combination of threats in the region. And that's 

why we remain unwavering in our commitment to Israel's security. And the United 

States will never ask Israel to take any steps that would undermine their security 
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interests” (Obama, 2010).  In his article, “Renewing American Leadership”, Barack 

Obama stated the following; “The world must work to stop Iran's uranium-enrichment 

program and prevent Iran from acquiring nuclear weapons. It is far too dangerous to 

have nuclear weapons in the hands of a radical theocracy” (Obama, 2007). 

“At the same time, we must show Iran - and especially the Iranian people – what 

could be gained from a fundamental change: economic engagement, security 

assurances, and diplomatic relations. Diplomacy combined with pressure could also 

reorient Syria away from its radical agenda to a more moderate stance which could, in 

turn, help stabilize Iraq, isolate Iran, free Lebanon from Damascus' grip, and better 

secure Israel” (Obama, 2007). This was stated in his article before he even became 

America’s president. Regardless of his will in pursuing a deal with the Iranians, he 

claimed that if “Iran meets its international obligations on its nuclear program, they will 

be able to proceed on a path to greater national security strategy, political, and 

economic integration with the international community. If they ignore their 

international obligations, we will pursue multiple means to increase their isolation and 

bring them into compliance with international non-proliferation norms” (“The White 

House”, 2010). Even though Obama used a faithful tone while addressing his will in an 

agreement with Iran, yet in some situations he reminded the international community 

that any incompliance would result in Iran’s isolation.  

In 2009, the presence of an enrichment facility in “Fordow” was revealed by 

President Obama noting that the act defied the IAEA agreement (Sterio, 2016). On the 

other hand, in 2009, President Obama, while delivering his speech at “Al-Azhar 

University in Cairo”, stated the fundamentals for a new path in US policy towards the 
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Middle East (The White House, 2009). In his speech, President Obama called for 

enhanced mutual understanding among the “Islamic world” and the “West” in order to 

reduce “violence extremism” internationally (US Presidential Doctrines Handbook). He 

mentioned clearly that it would be hard to overcome years of mistrust between both 

countries. But in order to proceed, it requires courage and readiness from both countries 

“the United States and Iran” to move forward (The White House, 2009). However, 

engaging with Tehran proved to be complicated during Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s 

Presidency, although Obama repeatedly declared his determination to break downward 

U.S.- Iranian relationship (Limbert, 2010).  

On June 24, 2010, Congress imposed new sanctions on some “companies that 

sell refined petroleum to Iran” (Davenport, 2021). Six months later, following the 

December meeting in Geneva, Iran met the world powers in Istanbul however the 

meeting led nowhere. Iran’s preconditions for an agreement were rejected by the P5+1. 

During this period of striving negotiations, Iran was intending to increase its uranium 

enrichment. Efforts from Catherine Ashton, the EU foreign policy chief, were perceived 

after she forwarded a letter to “Saeed Jalili”, the Iranian nuclear negotiator, calling for 

discussions over Iran’s nuclear ambition (Davenport, 2021). The mistrust between the 

“United States and Iran” continued unabatedly and contributed for the prolonging of the 

Iranian Nuclear Deal (International Crisis Group, 2018).  

According to Rozen, the Iranian-U.S. relationship remained hindered until 

March 2013, after the U.S. commenced a series of some “secret bilateral talks” with the 

Iranian officials in Oman (2014). Although, in general, the nature of talks was greatly 

unavailable, yet the Obama Administration was expecting to establish upcoming 
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communications with the Iranian leaders, paving the way towards the demobilization of 

nuclear weapons (Sterio, 2016). On June 2013, a new Iranian president was elected 

“Hassan Rouhani”. Three days after being in office, President Rouhani called for the 

recommencement of talks with the West regarding the “Iranian nuclear program” 

(Davenport, 2021).  

In September of the same year, the Iranian Minister Mohamad Javad Zarif met 

with the P5+1’s foreign ministers. Throughout the meeting, Zarif presented a new 

proposal to John Kerry -the U.S. Secretary of State (Davenport, 2021). President Obama 

resorted to applying a multilateral mechanism in negotiating a nuclear agreement with 

Iran. What multilateral mechanism is, “is an essential negotiation platform for solving 

international disagreements”. The multilateral mechanism negotiating the Iranian issue 

included the P5+1.  

 

On September 27, 2013, the historic phone call between both Presidents Barack 

Obama and Hassan Rouhani promised to accelerate the talks concerning the nuclear 

program (Mason and Charbonneau, 2013). They both showed optimism for the 

upcoming negotiations and were hopeful that the outcome would benefit both the 

United States and Iran (Baker, 2013). In one of his discussions, “Iran’s foreign minister 

Mohamad Javad Zarif”, stated to the NPR that a deal had been possible if Iran would 

have been allowed to pursue some uranium enrichments. This argument was accepted 

by the Obama Administration which confirmed that the deal was to work on limiting 

and not ending the enrichment activities, and that the economic sanctions will be lifted 

if the deal was implemented (BBC, 2019).  
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Three American ranking figures “John Kerry Secretary of State, Ernest Moniz 

Energy Secretary and Wendy Sherman an Ambassador and undersecretary of state 

political affairs” played a vital role in fastening down the nuclear deal. In November 

2014, John Kerry and Catherine Ashton met with Minister Zarif in Muscat, Oman to 

pursue further talks (DW, 2014). Ernest Moniz’s role in the negotiations had to do more 

in the technical context of the nuclear program rather than the political one. Ernest 

Moniz along with Ali Akbar Salehi, as a nuclear physician and head of atomic energy 

organization respectively, discussed the Iranian nuclear infrastructure (Sanger, 2015). 

The negotiators reached the final touches of the accord on January 2014.  

However, the accord witnessed criticism from Iranian hard-liners, American 

lawmakers and Israeli leaders (Gordon and Schmitt, 2014). On July 14, 2015, the 

JCPOA or what was also called the “Iranian Nuclear Deal” was signed in Vienna by the 

negotiating parties: “The United States, Russia, France, UK, China, and the European 

Union, along with Iran” (Sterio, 2016). Even though President Obama was insisting on 

achieving a deal with Iran, the Congress was able to reject the Plan of Action before it 

was signed. What would president Obama do if the Plan of Action was rejected? In that 

case, president Obama promised to veto any disapproval. He asserted as well that an 

agreement had the potential of restructuring the United States-Iranian relationship after 

years of reciprocal enmity (Katzman, 2020).  

 The “Obama dream” of achieving a deal did not last long. In November 2016, 

the election of President Donald Trump, changed what his predecessor was working on 

for years. When Trump attained the presidential seat, he annulled the multilateral Iran 

Nuclear deal describing it as “the worst deal ever”; the same deal that was seen by his 
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precursor as the future of peace for all concerned parties. Iran agreed to reduce 

enriching uranium although, from a realist perspective, the nuclear program was viewed 

as the provider of its security. However, with all the concessions that Iran and the 

United States did to reach a deal, Trump believed that such a deal would lead nowhere. 

The next chapter addresses “President Trump’s decision” to withdraw from the deal 

considering his calculations behind it.  
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Chapter Four 

The Neo-Realist Approach Towards Iran and 

President Donald Trumps’ Calculations Towards a 

Deal 

 

President Obama saw the Iranian nuclear deal as a path towards a peaceful 

world once it is under firm control and bounded limits. His view concurred with the 

neo-realist approach which claimed that nuclear weapons within states who own 

weaponry would be able to promote peace. However, President Donald Trumps’ view 

contradicted with both Obama and the neo-realists. To illustrate, Trump believed that 

states who own nuclear weapons could cause an increase in the world insecurity and 

spread of terrorism. This chapter discusses the post-deal decisions taken by President 

Trump taking into consideration his calculations behind the unilateral decision.  

4.1 The Neo-Realist Approach of Iran’s Nuclear Program 

To understand the Iranian decision in acquiring nuclear technology, a theoretical 

approach is in order. “The Non-Proliferation Treaty” (NPT); the treaty that was signed 

in 1968 after the Cold War, and whose objective was the “prevention of the spread of 

nuclear weapons and weaponry technology”, was supported by theories of International 

Relations: realism and neo-realism. According to Rezaei (2017), international relations 

scholars, mainly realist and neo-realist scholars, claimed that the revolutionary 

“international environment” urged players to look for chances to enrich their powers 

over other players.  
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From a realist perspective, international relations are determined by the force 

that rebellion creates. Kenneth Waltz, a leading scholar of neorealism, hypothesizes that 

international relations are anarchical in the sense that there’s no one sole state that rules 

a whole system (Rezaei, 2017). Due to escalated concerns between nations, they tend to 

maintain power in order to ensure their security (Kreiger, Z & Roth, A, 2007). In the 

international world, states are in continuous indeterminate anarchy which forces them to 

seek their own security through what is called “hardline politics” (Zavada, 2019). 

Hardline politics is a term that refers to the strict, inflexible, and uncompromising 

attitude in politics which can be here referred to as the use of weapons. Hence, the 

security dilemma is what defines the need to attain nuclear weapons. 

As Rezaei puts it, “No regional actor can match a global player without 

possessing nuclear weapons” (2017). Eventually, weak states acquire nuclear weapons 

to multiply their forces. From a realist perspective, Iran’s decision to proceed with its 

nuclear program could be explained in terms of its quest to acquire a nuclear deterrent 

that would enhance its security and provide it with a larger room of maneuverability on 

the regional and international scenes. Neo-realists became highly popular after they 

unexpectedly observed how nuclear weapons may stimulate peace among the countries 

who own weaponry (Rezaei, 2017). Waltz concluded that “peace has become the 

privilege of states having nuclear weapons, while wars have been fought mainly by 

those who lack them” (Waltz, 1995). Throughout its realization of the impact of nuclear 

weaponry, and in the light of what neorealism declared about states’ self-orientation, 

Iran would not act as a self-destructive actor; it would be holding the full responsibility 

towards its weaponry activity. 
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On the other hand, in a political context, Iran’s acquiring of nuclear weapons 

poses a threat to the “regional security and to Israel’s survival”. According to Clement, 

and based on Waltz “nuclear peace” theory, the Iranian nuclear weapons’ development 

would result in the deterrence of Israel’s nuclear monopoly which could stabilize the 

geopolitical situation thus creating a more peaceful region (2015). However, Israel is 

trying to stay the single nuclear power in the Middle East while its ready to apply all its 

forces to keep this status (Waltz, 2012). Thus, sanctions on Iran indirectly increased 

through its political allies (the U.S. and the E.U.). According to Waltz, the nuclear crisis 

between Iran and Israel would never end without balancing their military power; hence, 

a nuclear Iran is needed to ensure peace in the region (2012).  

4.2 Trump’s Foreign Policy towards Iran 

The JCPOA was negotiated and put into action during President Obama’s 

Administration. Both the IAEA and the Obama Administration affirmed to put 

measures that strongly apply the full terms of the agreement. An American 

Ambassador, Stephen Mull, was appointed on October 2015 to follow up and ensure the 

implementation of the nuclear steps Iran committed in the JCPOA (Kerr, & Katzman, 

2018). “The nuclear agreement between Iran and the P5+1 was considered as one of the 

top diplomatic accomplishments done” (Rasouli, 2020).  

“The United States is being treated unfairly for so long, taken advantage of, and 

losing respect in the world under Obama’s presidency”, are the statements Donald 

Trump declared during his 2016 presidential campaign (Duignan). He mentioned in one 

of his campaigns that his aim in foreign policy was to always keep “America First” 
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(BBC, 2017). Policies concerned with the Middle East, Iran in specific, that were made 

by President Obama, were highly criticized by President Trump (Khan & Zaman, 

2018).  In President Trump’s view, the preceding administration did not pay sufficient 

attention to Iran’s growing regional influence. It rushed into a deal with Iran that freed it 

to expand its regional influence (Khan & Zaman, 2018).   

 Contrary to his predecessor’s embrace of the nuclear agreement with Iran and 

his efforts to garner domestic support for, Trump described the Iranian nuclear deal as 

“The Worst Deal Ever”. Prior to his election, and during the electoral campaign, 

President Trump used a tough language in describing the Iranian deal and in criticizing 

President Obama for providing Iran with all the needed assistance concerning its 

nuclear program (Davenport, 2021). Trump who described the deal as being “the worst 

deal ever”, promised to either renegotiate the deal for the aim of enforcing strict terms 

on Iran or to abolish it (Zurcher, 2018). He proposed that the Iranian nuclear arsenal 

should be strictly monitored. Eventually, his policies towards Iran embraced a different 

stance.  

To state things plainly, Trump believed that even though Iran abided by the 

JCPOA, it could easily obtain a nuclear missile after few years once the program’s 

constraints were lifted (Robinson, 2021). Nevertheless, President Trump was very clear 

since the beginning that he’ll work on renegotiating the sanctions and enhancing the 

terms previously agreed on with respect to the deal in a way that it makes it tougher on 

Iran; all this was done in order to ensure that Iran won’t be able to proliferate nuclear 

weapons (Khan, & Zaman, 2018).  



42 
 

According to Khan and Zaman, a sense of frustration between U.S. rivals and 

allies could escalate in case President Trump had decided to amend or withdraw from 

the deal leading to mistrust on the behalf of international agreements previously 

negotiated (2018). Besides, President Trump’s harsh attitude towards Iran with regards 

to the nuclear deal could have created complications with major economic alliances 

such as South Korea, India, and Japan who had nothing to do recently with the 

agreement but were economic beneficiaries from its implementation (Khan, and Zaman, 

2018). In May 2017, during President Trump’s visit to Saudi Arabia, he declared that 

“Until the Iranian regime is willing to be a partner for peace, all nations of conscience 

must work together to isolate Iran….” (Zaccara, 2020). By saying that, Trump proved 

his unwillingness to carry on with the nuclear agreement.  

 

4.3 The Calculations behind Trump’s Unilateral Abandonment of the 

Deal  

Throughout the beginning of president Trump’s mandate and following some 

meetings held with the “EU High Representative of Foreign Policy, Frederica 

Mogherini”, it was assured that the Trump administration goal was to fully implement 

the steps required in the JCPOA, such as lifting some of the sanctions imposed on Iran 

(Kerr and Katzman, 2018). President Trump and some of his supporters claimed that the 

deal didn’t lead to any changes concerning Iran’s behavior in the region. Tehran was 

still supporting regional proxies, and it was still testing ballistic missiles (Gordon and 

Nephew, 2017). “The Trump Administration shifted policy significantly, asserting that 

the JCPOA addressed only nuclear issues and hindered the U.S. ability to roll back 
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Iran’s malign regional activities or reduce its military and missile capabilities” 

(Katzman, 2020). Trump returned to previous implemented policies on the lookout to 

weaken Iran strategically (Katzman, 2020).  Although Iran claimed that its nuclear 

program was for civilian and not military purposes, the Trump administration 

questioned Iran’s “peaceful” intensions: and underscored that Iran was not acting in 

good faith; and was playing a destabilizing regional role. According to Kerr and 

Katzman, “the Secretary of State Rex Tillerson told reporters on April 19, 2017, that the 

Administration will review completely the JCPOA itself” (2018). Furthermore, revising 

the decision on “Iran’s nuclear agreement” was seen as a challenge for the Trump 

administration (Gharleghi, 2018). In reference to Tillerson’s view over the JCPOA, he 

believed that this plan of action failed in achieving the main objective of having a non-

nuclear Iran. 

On May 8, 2018, the Trump administration declared that the U.S. will no longer 

take part in the nuclear deal “JCPOA” thus re-imposing sanctions on Iran. The 

administration intended to implement the “maximum pressure” policy on Iran as it’s the 

only guarantee, in their view, that would change Iran’s behavior (Katzman, 2020). 

German and French leaders opposed Trump’s unilateral withdrawal decision and prior 

to his announcement visited the U.S. requesting the United States remainder in the deal. 

Trump’s withdrawal decision was highly criticized by some internal advisors of the 

administration and the public (Razak and Perwita, 2020). However, “Secretary of 

Defense James Mattis, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, National Security Advisor H.R. 

McMaster, and the public” believed in maintaining the deal (Razak and Perwita, 2020). 

Subsequently, Trump replaced the “Secretary of State and National Security Advisor 
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with new members, Mike Pompeo and John Bolton respectively” in an act to terminate 

supporters of his predecessor (Zurcher, 2018). Unfortunately, Trump abandoned the 

deal “unraveling the signature foreign policy achievement of his predecessor Barack 

Obama” (Landler, 2018).  

Several reasons were behind President Trump’s animosity towards the deal. 

What was even more peculiar regarding the decision was that he didn’t represent any 

evidence that show Iran’s noncompliance with the deal’s obligatory conditions 

designating what they could do and what was banned.  

From a logistical context, Trump viewed that Iran violated the agreed upon 

terms of the deal. “Iran has exceeded a soft limit on sensitive material set under its 

nuclear deal with major powers” (Murphy, 2016). Critics on this deal were shared by 

different Senators such as the Republican Ted Cruz, Marco Rubio, and Tom Cotton 

explaining how Iran was violating the deal (Tom Cotton, 2019). In his view, the failure 

of Obama in stopping the missile program, which wasn’t incorporated neither in the 

nuclear talks nor in the agreement, was a reason to change Obama’s policies. 

Furthermore, at that time President Trump was working on seeking amendments and 

renewed negotiations with Iran considering himself as the deal-maker.     

From a political perspective, Donald Trump shifted to an anti-deal view that 

matched his Israeli supporter, Benjamin Netanyahu. This reflected the political context 

towards the deal; the American-Israeli interest in ending the Iranian Nuclear Deal 

(Zurcher, 2018). As previously discussed, the proliferation of nuclear weapons provided 

Iran with power in the region which in turn threatened Israel and abolished its nuclear 

monopoly (Debusmann, 2015). Nonetheless, in a previous occasion, Ayatollah 
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Khomeini, the Supreme Islamic Leader of Iran, threatened Israel to sweep it off the 

map, thus creating a sense of Israeli fear from Iran’s plans (MacAskill and McGreal, 

2005). A bipartisan American organization known as the American Israeli Public 

Affairs Committee (AIPAC) is a group that has advocated pro-Israeli policies in the 

U.S. Congress and Executive branch for more than 20 years (AIPAC, 2021). 

Accordingly, AIPAC’s “primary goal is to work with the U.S. government to strengthen 

U.S.-Israel relationship and pursue economic, political and diplomatic measures to 

prevent a nuclear-armed Iran” (2020). President Trump was highly affected by the 

agenda of the AIPAC; on the one hand, he declared himself “history’s most pro-Israel 

U.S. president” and on the other he supported the AIPAC’s view in applying harsh 

sanctions on Iran (Gilboa, 2020). The AIPAC’s enforcement of sanctions on Iran dates 

back to the 1994, when it published the “Comprehensive U.S. Sanction Against Iran: A 

Plan of Action”, requesting a full U.S. trade embargo on Iran and sanctions on foreign 

entities that previously traded with it (Rosenberg, 2015). Trump’s support of the 

AIPAC’s ideology reflected that a major part of his shift in foreign policy was to serve 

Israel’s interest. It can be concluded that Trumps’ hatred toward the deal is interrelated 

with Israel’s position towards it.  

 

Finally, Trump has enclosed his aversion to the Iranian deal on a personal level. 

The changes he applied to the domestic and foreign policies of the U.S. after his 

election proved that Trump had a prior plan to “End Obama’s Legacy”. According to 

Zurcher, President Trump framed his antagonism towards the Iranian deal on a very 

personal level. Stated otherwise, he was working on shredding President Obama’s 
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Legacy (2018). On January 2017, after months of his presidency, Trump withdrew the 

United States from the “TPP-Trans-Pacific Partnership” a “trade agreement between 

twelve Asian countries that was reached under Obama’s administration”. Under the 

Obama Administration, several speeches delivered by the President focused on the 

importance of engaging with the Muslim world which showed his interest in building 

tight connections with them. Unlike his predecessor, after a week of his inaugural 

address, Trump banned travelers from five “Muslim-majority countries; Iran, Libya, 

Yemen, Syria and Somalia” from setting foot in the U.S. for a period of ninety 

days. Trump’s decision was later amended to include two additional countries, 

“North Korea and Venezuela”, also indefinitely freezing refugee intake from 

“Syria” (Council on Foreign Relations).  

On June 1, 2017, President Trump announced his withdrawal from the “2015 

Paris Climate accord” that was previously negotiated by President Obama. 

Moreover, the Trump Administration announced the withdrawal from the “Deferred 

Action Childhood Arrivals program” on September 5th 2017. The DACA program 

was introduced by President Obama aiming to allow unlawful individuals in the 

United States to become eligible for work with an extension of two-year period of 

presence in the U.S. (University of California at Berkeley, 2021). The major end to 

Obama’s Legacy, was “the United States withdrawal from the Iranian Nuclear deal 

in 2018”. In the view of former US President Obama, the decision taken by president 

Trump concerning the withdrawal shaped high risk on the world’s peace and security 

defying it with “a losing choice between a nuclear-armed Iran or another war in the 

Middle East” (Landler, 2018). 
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It goes without saying that Donald Trumps’ foreign policy towards Iran 

differed from that of Obama. Obama tried to facilitate negotiations and reach a 

peaceful deal that serves the interest of major world powers. The deal was seen by 

Trump to be a deal that will lead nowhere other than intensifying terrorism. The 

problem with Trump was not the nuclear deal itself, but it was the opposition and 

contradiction with Obamas’ foreign and domestic policy as a whole. This was 

reflected in the decisions he evolved after his presidential election from 

withdrawals of various “Obama accomplishments”. Following this act, Secretary of 

State (Pompeo) presented a list of crucial elements in case any agreement could be held 

in the future. The list did not only include its nuclear program, ballistic missiles, and its 

reactors, but also Iran’s relation and support to the Middle East.  
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Chapter Five 

Conclusion 

 

For years, the U.S.-Iranian relations were unsteady and hostile. After the hostage 

crisis in 1979, the United States and Iran severed diplomatic relations. President Jimmy 

Carter described the hostage crisis as the turning point of the United States foreign 

policy towards Iran. Iran that was considered as the U. S’s ally during the ruling of the 

Shah Mohamad Reza Pahlavi, was then described as a “threat to the international 

system, the United States economy, and the foreign policy”.  

As a result of the hostage crisis, the United States imposed a range of economic 

sanctions on Iran. The series of sanctions and executive orders (directives signed and 

published from the U.S. President that manage operations of federal government) was 

prolonged over a period of years and are still in action. Sanctions and executive orders 

were a hard power tool used to deal with the Iranian threat on the region. The hostage 

crisis wasn’t the only reason behind these sanctions, but the fact that Iran was pursuing 

weapons remained the most important argument. The “United Nations Security 

Council” (UNSC) increased sanctions on Iran to ensure that it ends all its nuclear 

activities. At that time, all American-Iranian trade and investments were banned and 

frozen. Sanctions targeted banks having businesses with Iran, Iran’s oil sector, all kinds 

of investments from health to petroleum industries, international trade, etc. As a result, 

Iran’s economy deteriorated drastically reaching a negative GDP growth rate.  
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Iran’s nuclear program has been an antagonistic issue for years. In 2003, an 

enrichment facility was being built in Natanz which forced the UNSC to impose 

tougher sanctions. Correspondingly, Iran exerted efforts to participate in talks with the 

United States, the Bush administration in specific, in order to reduce the pressure of 

economic sanctions. On the other hand, the Bush Administration ignored Iran’s efforts 

and increased sanctions. Moreover, Iran claimed several times that its “nuclear program 

was for peaceful purposes only” and not for the creation of nuclear weapons. 

Unfortunately, the United States never trusted the Iranians peaceful will in enriching 

uranium and kept on imposing sanctions. 

 In 2006, “the P5+1”, namely “France, Russia, China, the United States, and the 

United Kingdom plus Germany”, joined together in diplomatic efforts along with Iran 

with regards to its nuclear program. The P5+1 believed that comprehensive negotiations 

with Iran would lead to a compromise the nuclear program vis-à-vis. In 2008, the first 

trial of talks failed after Iran considered the topic (nuclear program) as a non-negotiable 

issue. The world powers offered a formula known as “freeze-to-freeze” strategy where 

the U.S. and other powers freeze sanctions on Iran and in return Iran ends its nuclear 

program.  

In 2009, the Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad welcomed talks with the 

United States after considering that President Barack Obama’s foreign policy shift was 

honest. During several occasions and speeches, president Obama expressed his 

readiness to seek a nuclear deal with Iran. Hillary Clinton, the United States Secretary 

of States, also considered the engagement with Iran very crucial in order to cease 

Iranian efforts in obtaining nuclear weapons. Several rounds of talks failed at first in 
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achieving any objective. Neither were the world powers able to cease uranium 

enrichment, nor was Iran able to stop sanctions being imposed on its economy, yet 

Ahmadinejad’s term ended with no achievements. During the term of the newly elected 

president, Hassan Rouhani, the “United States and Iran” were capable of pursuing the 

first official talk since 1979. President Obama claimed that the deal would not end the 

enrichment activities; rather, it would limit them. The series of negotiations between 

“the P5+1 and Iran” reached their final touches in 2015 and initiated a “Multilateral 

Agreement”. The European Union, the United States, and the members of the UNSC in 

addition to Germany and Iran signed the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action or what 

is known as the Iranian Nuclear Deal”.  

Unlike his predecessors, President Barack Obama invoked a spirit of optimism 

in his foreign policy towards Iran. His foreign policy was seen as the most 

transformative foreign policy of any Democratic president in the recent history of the 

United States. Obama worked on changing the doctrines and closed mindsets in policies 

pursued by previous administrations. He sought to put an end to the U.S. military power 

in the Middle East and to rearrange trade and investments in this region. President 

Obama was criticized by many American officials and presidents with regards to his 

change in foreign policy, yet what he had done during his presidency was remarkable. 

His main hard work was labelled as the “Pivot to Asia”. Unlike what previous 

administrations did to end relations with Asia, Obama perceived bilateral initiatives 

enhancing individual-national relationship. Moreover, he negotiated the biggest trade 

agreements. As a result, the TPP agreement was signed in 2016. 
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  Not to mention, one of the fundamental issues that Obama focused on was 

making the world more peaceful and secure. Based on that, he decided to look towards 

the “future of nuclear weapons” considering the U. S’s security interest. The way 

President Obama approached the world was through his clear, respectful and wise 

discourse. He wanted to prove to the world that America is not the world’s enemy, and 

Muslims can engage with America in diplomatic relations. President Obama was wise 

enough to approach Muslims to trust him and put faith in his strategies. Eventually, this 

resulted in building a diplomatic discourse with Iran that ended with the 

accomplishment of the nuclear deal. Even though Obama always tried to offer his 

inclination to build relations with Iran, yet his initiatives were for America’s sake and 

not derived from his love to Iran and the region. He worked on securing Israel from 

Iran’s nuclear weapons and reducing violence internationally (Goldberg, 2012).  

The “Obama dream” came to an end after President Donald Trump was elected 

the new United States President in 2016. Opposing to Obama’s view, Trump viewed the 

Iranian nuclear deal as the worst deal ever. He criticized Obama’s foreign policy 

towards Iran and promised to either renegotiate or abolish the deal (Zurcher, 2018). In 

2018, and under a “unilateral” decision, Trump decided to withdraw from the deal 

although the French and German leaders did not welcome this step. Several reasons 

were behind Trump’s decision: logistical, political, and personal. From a logistical 

perspective, Trump viewed the deal as leading nowhere, and he claimed that Iran was 

violating the deal. Politically, both America and Israel preferred to end the deal since it 

provided Iran with a power in the region that would threaten Israel. Personally, 

President Trump’s aim was to “end Obama’s legacy”. This was reflected through his 
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decisions that ended several agreements that were signed under the Obama 

Administration, such as the Iranian nuclear deal, the TPP agreement, DACA program, 

Climate accord etc.  

The below table provides a clear comparison of the domestic political 

constraints within the Congress on the “U.S. foreign policy”. It clarifies how the 

dominant U.S. political parties namely the Republican Party (Donald Trump) and 

Democrat Party (Barack Obama), reacted towards the decisions over the JCPOA under 

four administrations: “Bill Clinton, George Bush, Barack Obama, and Donald Trump”. 

Republicans used an aggressive and harsh position towards the “Iranian threat” as they 

described it though pursuing hard sanctions, regime changes, and forcing military 

actions. Whereas the Democrat party discouraged military actions, believed in 

diplomatic approach, and supported the JCPOA. 

Source: Insignia Journal of International Relations, Vol. 7, No.1, April 2020, 17-44 

From a series of sanctions, to years of negotiations, a U.S. transformative 

foreign policy deal, to withdrawal and back to sanctions, the question now would be: 

What is the future of the Iranian Nuclear Deal under the new presidency? Writing in 

2021, the future of the deal remains unclear. As this argues, the election of Donald 

Administration Republican Party Democrat Party 

Bill Clinton “Pressure to take a harder 

economic sanctions toward 

Iran” 

“Support Clinton for 

engagement with Khatami” 

George Bush “Pressure Bush to pursue a 

regime change for Iran” 

“Discourage Bush to take 

military action toward Iran” 

Barack Obama “Oppose the JCPOA deal. 

Cancelling the JCPOA deal to 

be a treaty” 

“Support the JCPOA deal and 

support the deal to be a treaty” 

Donald Trump “52% Support the withdrawal. 

48% want to remain in the deal” 

“Oppose the withdrawal” 
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Trump to the presidency in November 2016 and his subsequent withdrawal from the 

nuclear agreement represented a main shift in American foreign policy characterized by 

a more confrontational stance viz. Iran. Prior to his election, in an interview with the 

CNN, Joe Biden expressed that Trump’s policy toward Iran was major failure 

(Katzman, 2020). According to CNN, Biden states the following “I will offer Tehran a 

credible path back to diplomacy. If Iran returns to strict compliance with the nuclear 

deal, the United States would rejoin the agreement as a starting point for follow-on 

negotiations” (2020). Elected in November 2020, America’s new president, Joe Biden, 

pledged to rejoin the Iranian nuclear deal after president Trump terminated the 

agreement (Adams, 2020). During the first week of April 2021, both “the United States 

and Iran” agreed to engage in talks concerning the “nuclear deal” (Haboush, 2021). 

With all the mistrust between both countries, going back to the deal was not easy at all. 

Analysts say the Biden’s return to Iranian diplomacy is not easy similar to other foreign 

policy challenges he is facing. “Israel’s ambassador to the United States, Ron Dermer”, 

also says that returning to the deal would be a mistake for the U.S. (Magid, 2020). 

Likewise, Bahrain announced, on November 18, 2020, that President Biden must 

consult with Bahrain if he wishes to re-enter the nuclear deal (Staff, 2020). 

  During a press conference held in the White House on February 4, 2021, the 

U.S. national security advisor, Jake Sullivan, proclaimed “that the administration is 

actively engaged with the European Union right now in consultations on Iran” 

(Davenport, 2021). Even though the return to negotiations doesn’t please many, yet 

President Joe Biden insisted from the very beginning to revive Obama’s 

accomplishment. On April 6, 2021, the remaining world powers “China, Russia, 
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Germany, France and the United Kingdom” and Iran held their first meeting in Vienna 

to restore the Iranian nuclear deal. Iran’s foreign minister, “Mohamad Javad Zarif”, 

welcomed the talks and announced his willingness to continue the talks if the issue 

remained serious (Motamedi, 2021). He tweeted on April 9 (the same day the meeting 

was held) that the “US which caused this crisis, should return to full compliance first” 

(Twitter, 2021).  

To sum up, this thesis demonstrated the continued prominence of the United 

States on the world stage. A nuclear deal with Iran could not have been achieved 

without the backing and active participation of the Obama administration. When the 

Trump administration reneged on the deal, the deal faltered. Equally important, this 

thesis underscored the pivotal role of the US president in setting the direction of US 

foreign policy. The conflicting beliefs of presidents Obama and Trump, their different 

approaches to foreign policy and the different constituencies they appealed to, all help 

explain why the former actively sought a deal with Iran, while the later started by 

undermining the deal and escalated to abandoning it. The return of the Democratic Party 

to the White House, under Joe Biden who was key player in the Obama administration, 

should pave the way to a new approach towards Iran and its nuclear program. It remains 

to be seen what would be the principal elements in this new approach and whether it 

would yield any concrete and long lasting results.  Until today, the nuclear deal has not 

seen the light, but all indications show that the concerned parties are on the right track 

leading to a new agreement. Will the Iranian Nuclear Deal be Joe Biden’s biggest 

accomplishments? Time will provide the answer.  
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