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A Gulf Perspective on Biden’s  

Middle East Orientations 
 

Mohamed Khalfan Al-Sawafi 

1. Introduction 

Since the announcement of the US presidential election 
results, on November 3, 2020, the US and international 
political circles started discussing US domestic and foreign 
policies. During the electoral campaign, Biden had 
relentlessly rejected Trump’s approach on some foreign 
policy issues. He also declared his intention to reverse his 
decisions, which harmed US interests. 

Speculation was rife over Biden’s approach to the Middle 
East after demonstrating his willingness to take a different 
approach to issues and crises facing the Middle East. Most 
prominent among these was the Iranian nuclear issue. The 
US is likely to return to the Iranian nuclear deal, the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), signed in 2015. 
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Trump announced his decision to withdraw from the 
agreement in May 2018.  

The US policies toward the Middle East will undoubtedly 
change during Biden’s presidency, and some of them will 
reflect one way or another on the GCC countries. The 
Iranian nuclear deal and its repercussions on regional 
peace will be among these issues. This requires 
recognizing the extent of the expected changes and their 
implications on the region and GCC countries. It also 
requires identifying the actions that these countries should 
take to cope with a shifting US policy. Whichever way one 
looks at it, things are going to be different compared to 
the Trump era.  

This paper is divided into a set of primary themes, which 
seek to highlight the features of Biden’s expected policy 
toward the Middle East. It discusses the challenges that these 
policies might encounter and which might hinder them from 
achieving their objectives. The paper discusses the Gulf 
countries’ perspectives on Biden’s policies and their steps to 
respond to Biden’s new policies. 
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2. The split between Democrats and Republicans 

There are some key differences between the Republican and 
Democratic approaches to foreign policy in general. The 
Republicans lean toward traditionalism and conservativism, 
emphasize the values of justice and economic freedom, and 
follow the “survival of the fittest” principle. The latter is a 
liberal leftist party and is usually inclined toward 
engraining democratic and liberal values, known as liberal-
progressive ideas. 

These differences are manifested in their contradictory 
domestic and foreign policies. Their policies differ on various 
issues at the domestic level, including taxes, healthcare, and 
personal weapon possession laws. Differences also exist at the 
foreign policy level. Both parties’ policies contradict on many 
issues, such as immigration, military expenditure, and the 
limits of US interference in regional and global affairs, 
particularly concerning the US policy interests.  

Democrats are willing to reduce military expenditure while 
Republicans insist on keeping it at the current level. Since 
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they agree on prioritizing US soldiers’ security, there has 
been consensus on this issue in recent years. They generally 
agree on the limits of US military presence abroad and the 
nature of that presence. They also agree on the need to 
reduce US troops’ presence abroad and intend to minimize 
the chances of putting US soldiers in danger, particularly in 
the troubled zones. This applies to complex armed conflicts 
or long-drawn conflicts in the Middle East.  

Republicans support strict monitoring of borders and 
imposing harsh restrictions on immigration from certain 
countries. Meanwhile, Democrats are more inclined toward 
the principle of “open immigration” with reasonable 
controls. They refuse collective solutions and measures 
without distinction among immigrants, such as the collective 
deportation or banning immigration in general. The 
Democrats don’t see in these measures a solution to tackle 
terrorism and unemployment.1  

 

1. “Difference Between Democrat and Republican,” Difference Between.net,  

http://www.differencebetween.net/miscellaneous/politics/difference-between-
democrat-and-republican/ 

http://www.differencebetween.net/miscellaneous/politics/difference-between-democrat-and-republican/
http://www.differencebetween.net/miscellaneous/politics/difference-between-democrat-and-republican/
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In terms of directing US foreign policy, the Republicans 
adopt the notion of looking for collective gains. They use all 
available means to achieve these gains. At the same time, the 
Democrats seek to maintain balance and cohesion between 
US security and economic interests, defining the United 
States of America’s moral values.  

These breaches between economic interests and moral 
values boorishly manifested during the Trump presidency 
not only compared to his Democrat predecessor, Obama, 
but even compared to all former Republican presidents. 
This means that Trump took Republicanism or Rightist 
fanatism to surpass all former presidents belonging to the 
Republican party. The Biden foreign policy is bound to be 
different from Trump’s.  

As far as the US foreign policy toward the Middle East in 
general, and the Arabian Gulf, in particular, is concerned, we 
have witnessed apparent differences in handling the region’s 
issues and situations. The region should hence expect a 
different pattern of US interaction with the region under 
President Biden. 
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The first of the remarkable differences is going to be an end 

to ending Trump’s transactional approach. The US is 

heading toward adopting another formula to serve its 

interests without ignoring the morals and values 

traditionally respected by Democrat administrations. These 

include the principles of democracy, liberties, human 

rights, and soft power.  

Besides the differences in premises and content, the means 

and approaches adopted by the Democrats to achieve the 

objectives and interests of the US foreign policy in the 

Middle East will also be different. For example, 

Washington under Biden will not easily launch missile 

strikes or carry out air bombardments against Iranian 
targets in Syria and Iraq.  

Likewise, the direct US interests are unlikely to face a 

dangerous threat. The lives of American troops or citizens in 

the region should also not face any significant threat. On the 

other hand, diplomacy and direct dialogue will be among the 

tools to implement US policy interest in this region. He will 
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favor diplomacy to tackle challenging issues that require 

urgent solutions, such as the Iranian nuclear deal, or age-old 

problems such as the Middle East peace process and the 

Palestinian cause.  

3. Trump legacy, Biden’s challenges  

Donald Trump has left a problematic legacy for President 
Biden. Some of these are urgent challenges that should be 
handled quickly to avoid foreign policy implications. This 
simply means Biden may have to spend time on these even 
when he is busy with domestic challenges. A severe split in 
the social fabric, political and institutional landscape created 
by Trump will be among the obstacles Biden will need to 
tackle. The foreign policy challenges are connected with the 
US’ relations with its allies, especially in Europe, which was 
impacted during the Trump presidency. 

Repairing the domestic cracks 

Trump’s four years were full of incidents and developments 
that deepened the cracks within the American society. On 
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several occasions, he appeared to be inciting violence, and 

his attitude furthered the society’s divide. Racism raised its 

ugly head and created a wave of turbulence following the 

murder of George Floyd at the hands of the police in June 

2020. That murder exposed the depth of social disparity that 

exists within the US. The wide outbreak of Covid-19 also 

exposed social disparities and incited broad social classes’ 

fury. The pandemic caused economic hardships and raised 

unemployment levels. Such developments were followed by 

sharp political divisions created as a result of presidential 

elections in November 2020.  

Trump, who had lost the elections, provoked his supporters 
to reject the results claiming large-scale fraud. His 

provocative statements led to an unprecedented storming of 

Capitol Hill and violent acts by demonstrators. These 

domestic challenges looked like the gravest threat facing the 

US.  Former CIA analyst, the representative of Michigan’s 8th 

Congressional District, and a Democratic party member, 

Elissa Slotkin, said: “The single greatest national security 

threat right now is our internal division. The threat of 
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domestic terrorism. The polarization that threatens our 

democracy. If we don’t reconnect our two Americas, the 

threats will not have to come from the outside.”2 

Trump exploited these divisions for his vested interests. He 
succeeded in mobilizing his supporters among the 
marginalized section of the American society.3 He also 
flattered the traditional conservative constituencies who 
had traditionally voted for the Republicans. Trump 
addressed these “marginalized” people using racist and 
isolationist rhetoric and promising to drag them out of 
their miseries. The direct result of Trump’s provocative 
speech was the social upheaval as it encouraged many 
Americans to violate rules and regulations. Angry Trump 
supporters were even encouraged to storm prestigious 
landmarks such as the US Congress.  

 

2.  “Heavy Trump’s heritage … Internal divisions and external challenges waiting 
Biden.” DW news German website, January 9, 2021, at the link: 
https://p.dw.com/p/3njMF  

3.  “Challenges facing Biden’s presidency: Repairing internal and external cracks,” 
Al-Jazeera Center for Studies, November 9, 2020, pp. 4-5, at the link: 
https://bit.ly/2MJOGtN  

https://p.dw.com/p/3njMF
https://bit.ly/2MJOGtN
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This deep divide requires Biden’s urgent attention. It became 
evident in Biden’s inauguration speech as he mainly focused 
on America’s unity. From the Gulf and Middle East 
perspective, we should admit that the US domestic landscape 
will be at the top of the list of challenges for the US 
presidency, and it may last a few months. This must be taken 
into account considering the focus required from President 
Biden on the Arabian Gulf and Middle East issues, besides 
many other significant challenges.  

Restoring alliances abroad 

Throughout his electoral campaign, Biden promised to 
restore the elevated position and respect the US enjoyed over 
decades. He also promised to rebuild robust relations with 
allies, confront Russian expansionism, and re-join 
international agreements and organizations. He started 
fulfilling those promises from his first day in the White 
House. However, the turbulence that hit the US’s global 
image cannot be repaired by re-joining one agreement or 
one organization.  
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Trump’s policies and unexpected decisions also pushed 
many countries to stop depending on cooperation with the 
US to secure their interests or fulfill their needs. Particularly 
military alliances such as weapons, expertise, and intelligence 
information suffered as a consequence. These countries 
opted for other sources to source arms and established 
relations with other global powers.  

The dissatisfaction among Muslims over some of Trump’s 
decisions, as they were banned from entering the US, created 
doubt and distrust among hundreds of millions worldwide. 
The bad reputation will until the Biden administration 
succeeds in replanting the seeds of trust in the American 
dream once again.  

Biden may also find himself obliged to carry the burdens of 
compensating many international players for the losses 
incurred as a result of Trump’s decisions. Trump had asked 
European countries and NATO members to raise their share 
in the NATO budget. He imposed a fierce trade war on 
China and transformed the US-China relationship from the 
partial competition in certain areas into an open conflict.  
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Middle East countries faced the same challenge. Israel was an 
exception as it did not experience any losses or threats 
because of Trump’s decisions. However, most Middle East 
countries had to offer concessions in advance as a 
precondition to get an alliance and coordination with 
Washington. Biden will hence be required to restore 
cooperation and coordination as guiding principles with the 
Middle East countries if he wants to secure mutual interests 
and collectively face the threats. This is crucial for fighting 
terrorism and extremism and enhancing regional peace and 
stability, which needs a secure regional environment for 
Israel and all countries in this region.  

4. Biden, Middle East, and the Arabian Gulf 

The new US president is not a stranger to the region. He has 
had a long political career, most recently as Obama’s vice-
president for eight years. Therefore, he will deal with this 
region’s issues with his political team’s help, which shares his 
vision. The situation is entirely different from the Trump 
years as there were frequent reports of discords between the 
president and officials in his administration.  
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A more consistent foreign policy 

The Trump era characterized a lack of understanding and 
divergence in visions between the president and his 
administration members. He looked like a president willing 
to take unilateral decisions despite disapproval from officials. 
Some officials in foreign policy positions were even unaware 
of some critical decisions Trump unilaterally took.  

This led to disagreements and a lack of coherence among the 
US institutions devoted to foreign policy affairs. Trump was 
also seemingly careless about drawing the lines for 
specializations and authorities, which are otherwise 
extremely crucial as they help implement policy decisions in 
coordination within the administration.4 

However, since Biden’s nomination as a presidential 
candidate, it was clear that he will work as a team that 
understands foreign policy issues. Each member of Biden’s 

 

4. About the roles of officials in the close circle of US president, particularly 
Secretary of State and National Security Advisor, see Dr. Ahmad Nouri al-Nuaimi, 
“Decision Making Process in Foreign Policy, US is Model.” (London, al-Asr 
Center for Strategic Studies, 2013) pp. 685-705. 
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team has a long history of political, diplomatic, or legal 
work. They have all served in former Democratic 
administrations, particularly during Obama’s two terms. 
This makes their approach to foreign policy issues known or 
predictable to a large extent. In other words, we are not 
entering into unknown territory with Biden’s presidency. On 
the contrary, their approach can be anticipated, considering 
the broader policy framework.5  

Biden’s Middle East agenda 

Biden’s presidential agenda contains many urgent issues, 
which require quick review and solutions. In an article 
published in Foreign Affairs, he discussed some of these 
issues before the presidential elections in November 2016 
and Trump becoming president. Biden said:  

 

5. You can refer to the official documents of the Democratic Party, and documents 
of Biden’s electoral campaign, besides statements and ideas expressed by Biden’s 
presidential team many times through media platforms and US think-tanks. See 
for example (2020 Democratic Party Platform), which is a document presenting 
the policies of the democratic party for the coming four years, and it was 
approved by the Democratic National Convention on August 18, 2020. It consists 
of 91 pages, with the last two pages talking about the Middle East, at the link:  
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“Although the next president will be confronted with 
innumerable issues, four tasks loom large: seizing 
transformative opportunities on both sides of the Pacific, 
managing relations with regional powers, leading the world 
to address complex transnational challenges, and defeating 
violent extremism.” 6  

Biden’s statement was sincere advice to the Trump 
administration to remain open to the world, solve world 
problems, and enhance coordination between Washington 
and other capitals to manage the world and regional affairs.  

Since Trump went in the opposite direction, Biden’s task of 
limiting the damage has now become more urgent. Speaking 
at his inauguration on January 20, 2021, Biden declared his 
intention to be a president for all Americans. It became clear 
that he was eager to assure countries about benign US 

 

https://www.demconvention.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2020-07-31-
Democratic-Party-Platform-For-Distribution.pdf 

6. Joseph R. Biden, Jr, Building on Success ... Opportunities for the Next 
Administration, Foreign Affairs, Volume 95, Number 5, September/October 2016, 
p 57. https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2016-08-07/building-
success.    

https://www.demconvention.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2020-07-31-Democratic-Party-Platform-For-Distribution.pdf
https://www.demconvention.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/2020-07-31-Democratic-Party-Platform-For-Distribution.pdf
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2016-08-07/building-success
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/united-states/2016-08-07/building-success
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policies during his term. He promised to work for a better 
future not only for the US but for the whole world.  

Biden has also renewed commitment to restoring the 
American model, which inspired the whole world. “And 
together, we shall write an American story of hope, not fear. 
Of unity, not division. Of light, not darkness. An American 
story of decency and dignity. Of love and of healing. Of 
greatness and of goodness,” he said. 7 

Biden’s foreign policy statements reveal new orientations 
and many objectives. They differ entirely from what 
happened during the Trump presidency. Hence, it is worth 
highlighting Biden’s expected approach to the two main 
issues overwhelming this region - the Iranian nuclear deal 
and regional peace.  

The Iranian nuclear deal 

Biden has declared that he wants a wide-ranging negotiation 
with Iran. He said that the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 

 

7. see: Joe Biden inauguration speech transcript, Politico, January 1, 2021. 

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/01/20/joe-biden-inauguration-speech-
transcript-full-text-460813  

https://www.politico.com/news/2021/01/20/joe-biden-inauguration-speech-transcript-full-text-460813
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/01/20/joe-biden-inauguration-speech-transcript-full-text-460813
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Action (JCPOA), signed in 2015, would be the starting point 
and not the final target. Weeks before the elections, Biden 
wrote an article for CNN. In that article, he presented his 
vision of dealing with Iran. Among other things, he talked 
about expanding the terms of JCPOA and discussing missile 
programs. Some of the other issues to be discussed are 
regional such as Iran’s influence in the Middle East, and 
some of Iran’s domestic issues, such as human rights 
violations and political prisoners in Iranian jails.8  

Biden already appears to be moving in this direction. He tried to 
prepare the ground for this move, informing Israel about his 
intention. A surprise unfolded days before he Took charge as 
some officials from his administration started quiet negotiations 
with Iran. The seriousness of these negotiations can be gauged 
from the fact that the Americans informed Israel about them.9 

 

8. Joe Biden, there’s a smarter way to be tough on Iran, CNN, September 13, 2020. 

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/09/13/opinions/smarter-way-to-be-tough-on-iran-
joe-biden/index.html 

9. “Biden team already holding talks with Iran on US return to nuclear deal,” Times 
of Israel, January 16, 2021. 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/report-biden-team-already-holding-talks-with-
iran-on-us-return-to-nuclear-deal/  

https://edition.cnn.com/2020/09/13/opinions/smarter-way-to-be-tough-on-iran-joe-biden/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/09/13/opinions/smarter-way-to-be-tough-on-iran-joe-biden/index.html
https://www.timesofisrael.com/report-biden-team-already-holding-talks-with-iran-on-us-return-to-nuclear-deal/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/report-biden-team-already-holding-talks-with-iran-on-us-return-to-nuclear-deal/


22 

 

 

Israel was also the first country with which the new 
administration started consulting at a very high level. 
Director of the Mossad, Yossi Cohen, reached Washington 
just days after Biden’s inauguration. That visit and early 
consultations reflect the US’s intention to explore the 
prospects of a compromise with Iran.  

Overall, things look to be heading toward a new understanding 
between Iran and the Biden administration. Both sides have 
their own motives. Tehran awaits the lifting of sanctions to 
alleviate its economic burdens, which have exacerbated due to 
the Covid-19 pandemic. The Biden administration considers 
US withdrawal from the Iranian nuclear deal as one of the 
fundamental reasons behind tension in the Middle East, 
exposing the US soldiers in the region to danger. 

There is a mutual desire to revive and renew the Iranian 
nuclear deal, including its procedural aspects, such as 
defining who makes the first move and who gives the first 
concession. Will the US start alleviating sanctions as a first 
step, or would Tehran stop its nuclear activities, which 
violate the deal’s terms? 
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Other factors might also slow down the US-Iranian 
rapprochement. Most important of these are restrictions on 
the official Iranian decision, including the balance of power 
and institutional influence, which tend to favor conservatives 
(militants).  On the other hand, reformists are more inclined 
to remain open to the world and reach an understanding 
with western powers, including the US. 

The time factor is also important. Iran’s presidential 
elections are scheduled to be conducted in June 2021. These 
elections might bring a new president who might be from 
the Iranian revolutionary guard corps, considered a militant 
outfit.10 The militant camp members are largely different 
from the current president, Hassan Rouhani, who is 
classified as a reformist.  

This means that Washington and Tehran only have a few 
months of the Rouhani presidency to negotiate, not 
necessarily to reach an agreement. They also have limited 

 

10. Bobby Ghosh, “Iran’s Next President Could Be a Military Man,” Bloomberg, 
October 13, 2020, https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-10-13/iran-
s-next-president-could-be-a-military-man  

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-10-13/iran-s-next-president-could-be-a-military-man
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-10-13/iran-s-next-president-could-be-a-military-man
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time to define the agenda for negotiations and to achieve 
some progress. Otherwise, they will have to wait for two 
months until the new Iranian president takes power in 
August. Moreover, the new Iranian president may take time 
to restructure a negotiating team.11 

Another critical factor is the domestic Iranian situation. It will 
determine the attitude of parties interested in the Iranian nuclear 
issue, including Israel and other European capitals. While the 
Biden administration is firmly heading toward an understanding 
with Iran, it will be obliged to offer assurances to Israel and the 
Arabian Gulf countries. Only then can it ensure that any 
reconciliation with Iran will not be at the expense of those 
countries’ interests and security. Simultaneously, Washington 
will have to take consider the views of the Europeans. 

Although Biden administration officials informed Israel 
about the developments and nature of recent 

 

11. Henry Rome, Reviving the Iran nuclear deal will be harder than it looks, The 
Washington Post, November 23, 2020. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/11/23/reviving-iran-nuclear-deal-
will-be-harder-than-it-looks/  

https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/11/23/reviving-iran-nuclear-deal-will-be-harder-than-it-looks/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/11/23/reviving-iran-nuclear-deal-will-be-harder-than-it-looks/
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communications with Iran, it is unclear whether they 
informed the GCC countries. However, it is essential to 
ensure that the agreements remain consistent with the 
requirements of regional security. These negotiations should 
not remain limited to the Iranian nuclear issue but include 
the following:  

▪ Iran’s regional expansionism, 

▪ Iran’s armament capabilities, particularly its ballistic 
missile programs.  

These are the biggest concerns for the GCC countries. 
Iran’s activities have been a source of trouble in the region. 
Tehran has transformed some of these into hotbeds of 
conflict and sources of a direct threat. Iran’s weapons 
arsenal, particularly its missiles, cause concern for the GCC 
countries. These missiles threaten the existing balance of 
power and fuel an arms race in the region. These two issues 
should be at the top of the list of requirements and 
obligations to be contained in any new agreement or 
understanding with Tehran. 
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Iran’s ballistic missile capabilities also concern the European. 
Hence, the Biden administration must engage the Europeans 
and take them on board before arriving at any understanding 
with Iran. The European capitals have raised concerns over 
missiles and other weapons that can carry nuclear warheads or 
be used as part of their traditional armament systems. 

Even though Europe was part of the JCPOA negotiations, 
the Europeans have increasing doubts about Tehran’s 
military capabilities and intentions. They consider it 
appropriate to discuss other aspects separately, other than 
the nuclear issues.12 This means the Europeans desire to 
discuss all the contentious issues with Iran at the negotiation 
table. They believe that the nuclear issue should not be 
intermingled with other issues. Europeans took this position 
during the preliminary negotiations that preceded the official 
nuclear deal negotiation.13  

 

12. Loveday Morris and  Erin Cunningham, Europe sees a narrow window for Biden 
to revive Iran nuclear deal, The Washington Post, January 17, 2021. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/iran-nuclear-europe-
biden/2021/01/16/b0e45352-54f1-11eb-acc5-92d2819a1ccb_story.html  

13. Kelsey Davenport and Elizabeth Philipp, A French View on the Iran Deal: An 
Interview with Ambassador Gérard Araud, Arms Control Today, Volume 46, 
Issue No 498, July/August 2016. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/iran-nuclear-europe-biden/2021/01/16/b0e45352-54f1-11eb-acc5-92d2819a1ccb_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/iran-nuclear-europe-biden/2021/01/16/b0e45352-54f1-11eb-acc5-92d2819a1ccb_story.html
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Considering Tehran’s progress in producing missile systems, 
especially those that can carry nuclear warheads, this issue is 
increasingly important. The main purpose is to curb Iran’s 
military capabilities, whether nuclear or otherwise, besides 
rationalizing its political behavior and regional activities. 

Iran depends on combining its military capabilities with its 
political tools, represented in allies, social, and 
doctrinal/ideological arms. Therefore, dealing with Iran’s 
coordinated and paralleled tracks also requires a coordinated 
response. Negotiating parties should not separate the inherently 
intermingled issues as Iran comprehensively utilizes these. 

To achieve these, Europe and Middle East countries, 
particularly those in the GCC, must move quickly to 
anticipate any US-Iran agreement or understanding, which 
might not fulfill their needs. We should go back to the time 
of nuclear negotiations (5+1) when the participating 
European countries were characterized as being balanced 
and neutral, while the Obama administration was eager to 

 

https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2016-07/interviews/french-view-iran-deal-
interview-ambassador-g%C3%A9rard-araud  

https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2016-07/interviews/french-view-iran-deal-interview-ambassador-g%C3%A9rard-araud
https://www.armscontrol.org/act/2016-07/interviews/french-view-iran-deal-interview-ambassador-g%C3%A9rard-araud
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seal an agreement. This difference was reflected in the text of 
the JCPOA, as the Europeans expressed reservations on 
some items.  

During that time, the American push for an agreement with 
Iran prompted some European officials to accuse the Obama 
administration of being overeager. That experience puts a 
huge responsibility on the Europeans now, and they must 
not give Biden a free hand to negotiate with Tehran 
unilaterally.14 This also applies to the countries in the region 
that already face severe Iranian threat.  

Regional peace 

Trump was keen to fructify peace overtures among 
countries in the Middle East into a tangible reality. That 
was his preparatory step for further withdrawal of 
American troops from the region. It was intended to be a 
political withdrawal, not a military one, by “shaping the 

 

14. Aniseh Bassiri Tabrizi, Darya Dolzikova and Tom Plant, The Biden Presidency: 
What Role for the UK on Iran? Royal United Services Institute for Defense 
Studies (RUSI), January 22, 2021. https://rusi.org/commentary/biden-presidency-
what-role-uk-iran  

https://rusi.org/commentary/biden-presidency-what-role-uk-iran
https://rusi.org/commentary/biden-presidency-what-role-uk-iran
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structure” of the region and establishing a new stable 
regional reality, reducing the need for US presence and its 
direct intervention in regional issues.  

Biden is expected to toe this line. He will seek to eliminate 
Washington’s costly obligations in the region as it is not in 
the US interest to continue to bear this high cost. This 
approach will not compromise with his principled attitude of 
openness to the world, restoring international coalitions, and 
rebuilding the allies’ trust in Washington.  

After the recent Abraham Accords, Pentagon’s decision to 
accommodate Israel in the US forces Central Command 
should be seen in this context. The decision means changing 
the mechanisms and the military arrangements related to the 
Central Command’s potential threats.15 This change is 
consistent with the general US approach toward reducing 
direct military and security burdens in the Middle East and 

 

15. Seth j. Frantzman, Regional ramifications as Trump seeks to include Israel in 
CENTCOM, The Jerusalem Post, January 16, 2021. 

https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/regional-ramifications-as-trump-seeks-to-
include-israel-in-centcom-655568  

https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/regional-ramifications-as-trump-seeks-to-include-israel-in-centcom-655568
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/regional-ramifications-as-trump-seeks-to-include-israel-in-centcom-655568
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increasing Washington’s reliance on allies in the region. 
Although some analysts and experts in the US argue that it is 
necessary for Washington to continue its direct engagement 
in the Middle East, this is still not enough to push for a 
review of the withdrawal policy.16 

As far as peace in the Middle East is concerned, the 
Palestinian cause is still the cornerstone of a strong 
foundation for regional peace and stability. Biden’s electoral 
agenda and statements of his key officials made it clear that 
his approach will be very similar to those adopted by 
Democrats during Obama’s terms. Biden will also seek to 
end estrangement with the Palestinians, reduce tensions, and 
resume relations with the Palestinian Authority.  

Biden will also seek to enhance diplomatic activity and resume 
US aid to the Palestinian Authority besides reopening the 
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) offices in the US, 

 

16. Among the most prominent examples about the premises and pretexts of those 
experts regarding the US return to engage again in the Middle East region, see: 
Steven A. Cook, “No Exit: Why the Middle East Matters to America,” Foreign 
Affairs, Volume 99, Issue Number 6, November/December 2020, pp. 133-142. 
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which were closed during the Trump years. The Biden 
administration is also expected to link these with a resumption 
of negotiations between the PLO and Israel.17 Biden 
administration will also adopt the two-state solution as a basic 
framework to resolve the Palestinian issue through dialogue.  

So, the differences between Biden and Trump 
administrations are obvious. The latter sought to establish 
peace and build diplomatic and other relations between Arab 
countries and Israel, regardless of its impact on the 
Palestinian issue. Trump worked depending on the premise 
that peace between countries in the region and Israel would 
help resolve the Palestinian problems. 

It is still unclear whether the Biden administration will 
treat the Palestinian issue separately from the Arab-Israeli 
relations. Biden and his officials support the Abraham 
Accords for peace as a model that deserves to be 
supported to encourage peaceful and cooperative relations 

 

17. “Biden’s Winning US Presidential Elections and its Implications on the 
Palestinian Cause,” Strategic Assessment number 122, Beirut, al-Zaytouna Center 
for Studies and Consultations, November 2020, pp. 6-7. 
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between countries in the Middle East and Israel. However, 
since all his key officials belong to the Democratic 
political orientation represented in Obama’s 
administrations, observers tend to believe that Biden and 
his foreign policy team will walk on the same path as 
Obama. They consider the Palestinian cause an essential 
path to peace and stability in the Middle East. As stated in 
public, Biden’s stand, particularly the Secretary of State, 
Antony Blinken’s statements, appears aligned to this line 
of thinking.  

These new US orientations appear consistent with the GCC 
and other important Arab countries. They seek to revive the 
importance of the Palestinian issue, which went down on the 
list of US priorities during the Trump presidency. These 
Arab countries also seek to revive the US willingness to re-
engage the Palestinian issue’s political and economic efforts 
toward potential settlement. From the Biden 
administration’s perspective, these possible compromises are 
necessary to ensure direct peaceful engagement between 
Arab countries and Israel.  
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5. Arabian Gulf and Biden’s foreign policy 

Four decades have passed since the launch of the Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) in 1981. The member states 
of this Council – Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Kuwait, Qatar, 
Bahrain, and Oman – have succeeded in building strong 
relations with the US. These relations are characterized 
by dynamism, diversity, consistency, and stability. The 
GCC has experienced critical tests, beginning with the 
Iraq-Iran war in the 1980s, the Iraqi occupation of 
Kuwait in 1990, and September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks 
in the United States. 

Those attacks were followed by an international campaign 
and global cooperation of the efforts devoted to fighting 
terrorism under the US leadership. Later, we witnessed the 
US invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the popular uprisings in the 
so-called Arab Spring in 2011. With the Biden 
administration’s arrival, the Iranian nuclear deal, which was 
signed in 2015, returns to the fore among the intensely 
debated issues of 2021.  
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In these four decades, the GCC countries have dealt with six 
US presidents. Four of them were Republicans (Ronald 
Reagan, George Bush Sr., George W. Bush Jr., and Donald 
Trump), and two Democrats (Bill Clinton and Barack 
Obama). In the final outcome, the relations between these 
two parties have never been snapped during the above-
mentioned crises. 

It is difficult to conclude that the stability and coherence of 
the relations (between the US and GCC) were only due to any 
or both parties, considering the various complicated issues in 
the region during those four decades. Multiple laws have been 
passed during these years. That suggests close ties represented 
by collective strategic interests have fortified the relations 
between both parties, which have withstood the test of time. 
The relations have overcome the differences among the 
successive US administrations. Republican presidents have 
traditionally been closer to the Gulf and more understanding 
of the GCC security requirements.18 

 

18. Abdul Khaleq Abdulla, the 2020 American election: A view from the Gulf, Middle 
East Institute, October 23, 2020. https://www.mei.edu/publications/2020-
american-election-view-gulf  

https://www.mei.edu/publications/2020-american-election-view-gulf
https://www.mei.edu/publications/2020-american-election-view-gulf
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Pre-emptive steps  

As the GCC-US relations have been characterized by 
dynamism, diversity, and stability, it can deal with the 
Biden administration, which is largely considered an 
inheritor of the Obama administration. GCC countries 
have to preempt the consequences of Biden’s policies that 
might affect their security. We should consider the 
dangerous threats facing the GCC countries, whether in the 
form of the escalating Iranian threat or the spread of 
terrorism, extremism, and armed conflict hotspots across 
the region. The threat from Iran will worsen if the US 
concludes an agreement with Tehran without securing the 
Gulf/Arab interests and security requirements.  

The highlight of the Obama administration was the Iranian 
nuclear deal, which was negotiated and signed, without 
engaging the GCC. That was a disastrous error. Urgent 
efforts should hence be made with the Biden administration 
to avoid repeating the same error. Caution should be taken 
as some officials in the Biden administration favor not to 
engage strongly in the Middle East. The US participation in 
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nuclear negotiations with Iran is expected to witness 
minimum participation. This means that the Biden 
administration will not have a prior inclination to expand its 
involvement in such talks. They will be careful to stick to the 
principle of engagement at the minimum necessary level, not 
more than that. 

In July 2020, US Secretary of State, Antony Blinken, said at 
the Hudson Institute that the Biden administration would 
allocate more resources, time, and budget for some regions in 
Asia, Africa, and Europe. On the Middle East, he said: “I 
believe that we will work/provide less, not more, in the ME.”19  

The Iranian nuclear deal in 2015 was considered lenient 
while tackling the Iranian nuclear threat. The agreement did 
not address the other hidden aspects of the nuclear threat in 

 

19. Walter Russell Mead, Dialogues on American Foreign Policy and World Affairs: 
A Conversation with Former Deputy Secretary of State Antony Blinken, Hudson 
Institute, July 9, 2020, p 6. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/Transcript-
%20Dialogues%20on%20American%20Foreign%20Policy%20and%20World%20A
ffairs-
%20A%20Conversation%20with%20Former%20Deputy%20Secretary%20of%20Sta
te%20Antony%20Blinken.pdf    

https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/Transcript-%20Dialogues%20on%20American%20Foreign%20Policy%20and%20World%20Affairs-%20A%20Conversation%20with%20Former%20Deputy%20Secretary%20of%20State%20Antony%20Blinken.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/Transcript-%20Dialogues%20on%20American%20Foreign%20Policy%20and%20World%20Affairs-%20A%20Conversation%20with%20Former%20Deputy%20Secretary%20of%20State%20Antony%20Blinken.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/Transcript-%20Dialogues%20on%20American%20Foreign%20Policy%20and%20World%20Affairs-%20A%20Conversation%20with%20Former%20Deputy%20Secretary%20of%20State%20Antony%20Blinken.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/Transcript-%20Dialogues%20on%20American%20Foreign%20Policy%20and%20World%20Affairs-%20A%20Conversation%20with%20Former%20Deputy%20Secretary%20of%20State%20Antony%20Blinken.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.hudson.org/Transcript-%20Dialogues%20on%20American%20Foreign%20Policy%20and%20World%20Affairs-%20A%20Conversation%20with%20Former%20Deputy%20Secretary%20of%20State%20Antony%20Blinken.pdf
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the military, political, and ideological/sectarian domains. 
Accordingly, the GCC countries must cooperate with others 
as they are vulnerable to this threat. They should cooperate 
directly, immediately, and strongly to participate in and 
influence any regional arrangement or understanding that 
exceeds the bilateral relations’ limits, whether between the 
US and Iran or elsewhere.  

The need for speed in this move is due to many reasons. 
Most important is the speed at which the Iranian nuclear 
program is accelerating after the US withdrew from the 
nuclear deal in 2018. Iran’s nuclear program is a cause 
for worry, and even horror, while Tehran moves quickly 
to possess nuclear arms capabilities. The way Iran used 
its nuclear activities to exploit the situation politically 
and raise the bar for negotiations with the US, without 
actually possessing nuclear capabilities, should be a cause 
for concern.  

These developments mean that the political cost, which Iran 
will receive or at least demand, will be higher during the 
negotiation process. This would mean a greater threat to the 
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GCC and other countries in the region. Whether they are in 
the nuclear domain or traditional military capabilities, 
Iranian gains will surely bring geostrategic and political 
progress. They will have a bearing on the security of Arabian 
Gulf countries. 

The starting point is enhancing communications and 
submitting urgent demands to all stakeholders. These 
include the US administration, European capitals, Russia, 
and China, both Iran allies. The first and principled demand 
is to have GCC countries as part of any new negotiations or 
arrangements that could emerge with Iran. The negotiation 
agenda, or the agreement’s potential scope, should not be 
limited exclusively to the Iranian nuclear program. Instead, 
all other aspects, courses, and contents of Iran’s regional role 
should be included as an integrated, comprehensive package. 

The GCC reconciliation with Qatar, which took place a few 
weeks ago, should remain consistent and reflect harmony in 
visions and assessments. Coordination within the GCC does 
not mean ignoring coordination at the Arab level. That 
could be achieved by communicating with the Biden 
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administration and other Western countries that want to 
ensure stability in the region under the Arab League 
umbrella. This will give the Arab efforts momentum, 
reliability, and a driving force in international players’ views. 
The momentum will be higher if the strong relations are 
based on economic and strategic interests and close ties with 
major powers.  

This landscape does not mean excluding other important 
countries, such as Israel. Because Israel does not have 
relations with all Arab countries, it would be better to 
communicate with Israel either unilaterally or via the 
countries, which had relations with it. This will help utilize 
these relations to serve a common goal and collective 
interest, curbing and stopping the Iranian threat . 
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