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In a historic midterm election on No-
vember 3, voters gave Democrats deci-
sive control over Congress, with major-
ities in both the House and the Senate. 
Sentiments shifted among many demo-
graphic categories in an election that 
appears to have been centered around 
concerns over the Iran war, the econo-
my, and corruption.
Given these results, the expectation 
may be that the new Congress places 
meaningful checks on President Don-
ald Trump’s foreign policy. History 
suggests, however, that a Congress in 
opposition to a sitting president fac-
es limited options. The tools that it is 
most eager to use, such as speeches, 
nonbinding resolutions, and investi-
gations, can apply political pressure 
on the White House but do not easily 
force its hand. And the more weighty 
legal and financial tools, such as bind-
ing resolutions on the use of force or 
withholding federal funds, require ve-
to-proof majorities that will need votes 
from Republicans as well.
 
A similar moment
As an incoming majority staff member 
on the House Foreign Affairs Committee 
following the 2018 midterms, I had a 
front-row seat to an election with simi-
lar atmospherics and foreign policy de-
bates. I saw again and again how hard it 
was for members to move beyond sim-
ple signals of disapproval and how few 
options they had to legally or financially 
constrain presidential action.
In 2018, Trump was halfway into his 
first term with Republican majorities in 
both the House and Senate when Dem-
ocrats took control of the House with 
a gain of 41 seats — leaving Congress 
divided.
Expectations ran high that Democrats 
in the new Congress would be able to 
rein in what they perceived as Trump’s 
foreign policy excesses, such as his 
continued support for Saudi-led war 
in Yemen, the abrupt withdrawal from 
Syria, and the suspension of military 
exercises with South Korea. But by late 
2019, these lofty expectations had been 
dashed.
The new Congress produced a flurry 
of measures that were rich in political 
signaling but produced no meaning-
ful constraints on the administration. 
Some of these were binding resolutions, 
such as bills requiring the president 
to end US support for the war in Ye-
men and halt hostilities with Iran, that 
passed both chambers but were vetoed 
by the president. On Europe, the House 
passed the NATO Support Act, which 
prohibited the use of federal funds to 
withdraw from the alliance, but the 

bill stalled in the Senate when Majority 
Leader Mitch McConnell decided not 
to bring it to the floor, perhaps to save 
the president from a direct rebuke. In 
the 120th Congress, Republicans will 
no longer be able to protect the presi-
dent by setting the legislative agenda, 
but they will still be able to use the fili-
buster to prevent legislation from com-
ing to the Senate floor. If that fails, any 
legislation that passes will still face the 
possibility of a presidential veto.
In a few cases, foreign policy legislation 
did become law. Some of these reflected 
bipartisan areas of agreement. Others 
represented areas of bipartisan con-
cern about what Trump might do: One 
provision in the National Defense Au-
thorization Act (NDAA) addressed fears 
that the president would withdraw US 
troops from South Korea, while anoth-
er prohibited funds from being used 
to reduce US troop numbers below a 
certain level. Notably, these successful 
legislative efforts rode on “must-pass” 
bills that enjoyed veto-proof support or 
were heavily negotiated in both cham-
bers. Failed efforts did not receive the 
protection of riding along with a popu-
lar bill and were more easily vetoed by 
the president.

What to watch for
There are three issues worth watching 
in the coming months that will reflect 
how — and where — Congress exercis-
es its authorities in the foreign policy 
domain.

First, reports suggest that the president 
may attack Iran again. The Senate has 
already voted 14 times on the war but 
only approved — along with the House 
— one nonbinding measure calling on 
the president to end the war last June. 
(Predictably, the White House ignored it.)
Further US action against Iran could 
reinvigorate efforts by Democrats to 
meaningfully restrict military action or 
funding for the war. Their first major 
opportunity to do so may come during 
the so-called lame-duck session. Fund-
ing of the government depends on a 
continuing resolution that expires on 
December 11, and Senate Democrats 
may use this deadline as leverage to 
extract concessions on Iran. The sec-
ond opportunity is the ongoing nego-
tiation over the NDAA — a bill that has 
reliably been passed annually for 65 
years. Senate Democrats blocked pas-
sage of the 2026 NDAA in July, large-
ly over concerns about Iran, and will 
likely continue to use their leverage in 
the lame-duck session. If Democrats 
threaten to block passage of the NDAA, 
they have leverage to attach riders that 
limit presidential authority and fund-
ing on Iran.
Second, Democratic Party leadership 
will select new House and Senate com-
mittee chairs and ranking members of 
key foreign policy and defense com-
mittees. Those picks may offer hints 
on policy direction — especially on Is-
rael, which is sharply dividing the cen-
ter-left and progressive-left elements of 
the party. New leadership on the Sen-
ate Foreign Relations Committee and 
changes in committee composition for 
both the House and the Senate foreign 
relations committees could signal a 

tougher line on Israel policy to include 
conditions on arms sales.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 
it is worth watching how and where 
the new Congress chooses to convert 
its investigative energies into real poli-
cy constraints on the executive branch. 
Congressional investigations into the 
Iran war or defense contracts with 
Trump-linked firms could pressure or 
embarrass the president, but it is less 
clear whether a Democratic-controlled 
House or Senate would be able to con-
vert those investigations into mean-
ingful actions that defend Congress’s 
Article I prerogatives constraining pres-
idential action.
Of these, the most important and most 
contested is Congress’s power of the 
purse. The Trump administration has 
avoided spending funds for the spe-
cific purposes assigned by Congress 
(impoundment); cancelled or repealed cer-
tain appropriations (rescissions); and im-
plemented revenue-raising techniques 
that bypass congressional purview, in-
cluding through tariffs.
Even though Democrats have taken 
control of Congress, they lack a ve-
to-proof majority in either chamber 
and cannot count on advancing stand-
alone legislation that legally restricts 
presidential action. But the way they 
choose to use their investigations could 
create a path to more substantive mea-
sures designed to limit the executive 
branch’s budgetary workarounds and 
claw back congressional power of the 
purse.
For example, to get things through the 
Senate, Congress might consider tools 
that have fast-track treatment (as some 
war powers resolutions and arms sales disapprovals 
do) because they can come to the floor 
under simple majority in the Senate. 
Incoming committee chairs will have 
subpoenas, hearings, and nominations 
as means to build cases for binding leg-
islation. And “must-pass” legislation pro-
vides leverage by virtue of a deadline.
The 116th Congress showed that, even 
in divided government, there are ar-
eas of bipartisan foreign policy con-
vergence. In recent years, these have 
often centered around advancing the 
United States’ economic, technological, 
and military standing relative to China, 
while reassuring US allies in Europe 
and Asia.
Nevertheless, the tools and strategies 
the new Congress employs — most no-
tably, its ability to translate investiga-
tive efforts into binding legislation that 
enjoys broad enough support to over-
come a presidential veto — will deter-
mine whether and how the legislative 
branch is able to assert its constitution-
al prerogatives on the growing number 
of foreign policy issues that impact the 
daily lives of Americans.
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reviewer of a negotiated settlement than a 
Republican one would have been, yet also 
a more insistent one on verification and on 
the congressional role.
Tehran, however, is not signalling that 
it will bank the political windfall in ex-
change for flexibility. Ayatollah Seyyed 
Mojtaba Khamenei, Leader of the Islamic 
Republic, said that anyone who expects 
shifts between American parties to alter 
US behaviour is gravely mistaken. The 
election makes Iranian concessions on 
the nuclear issue even less likely. Trump 
needs a diplomatic victory but is reluc-
tant to appear weak, while Tehran may 
read his setback as an opening to de-
mand more. This is the central paradox 
of the moment: the weakening of Trump 
strengthens Iran’s hand, which narrows 
the space for a deal, which in turn raises 
the temptation to seek leverage through 

force. Israeli politics add a further vari-
able since Netanyahu’s Likud lost its 
parliamentary majority in the October 
27 election and coalition negotiations re-
main unsettled.
Beneath all of this lies the question that 
Iranian policymakers know well: durabil-
ity. Washington withdrew from the 2015 
nuclear agreement in 2018 despite Iran’s 
compliance, and no Iranian negotiator 
will forget that lesson. Any arrangement 
reached with the present administration 
can be reversed by its successor after the 
2028 election, and a Democratic Congress 
cannot by itself guarantee otherwise. Its 
more realistic contribution is to make 
unilateral reversal costlier, through re-
view requirements, reporting obligations 
and political ownership of an agreement 
that cuts across party lines. That is a 
modest guarantee, but in the absence of 

a binding treaty, it may be the only insti-
tutional anchor on offer.
The most defensible forecast, then, is one 
of slight rather than sweeping change. 
Expect more hearings, tighter budget 
language, repeated war powers votes 
and a steadier drumbeat of oversight 
from January; expect a president who 
needs an exit but cannot be seen to pay 
for one; and expect an Iran that treats the 
result as vindication while preparing for 
both talks and renewed strikes. The shift 
that matters most is not in American ob-
jectives, which remain broadly bipartisan 
on nuclear weapons, but in the domestic 
cost of pursuing them by force. Whether 
that higher cost produces a negotiated 
settlement or a final, defiant escalation 
before the gavel changes hands is the 
question on which the next two months 
will turn.

In 2018, expectations ran 
high that Democrats in the 
new Congress would be 
able to rein in what they 
perceived as Trump’s foreign 
policy excesses, such as 
his continued support for 
Saudi-led war in Yemen, 
the abrupt withdrawal from 
Syria, and the suspension 
of military exercises with 
South Korea. But by late 2019, 
these lofty expectations 
had been dashed. But the 
116th Congress showed that, 
even in divided government, 
there are areas of bipartisan 
foreign policy convergence.
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