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 Foreword

Foreword
Whereas Joe Biden’s election as U.S. President was greeted with a sigh of relief in Germany and the E.U., 
reactions in the Middle East varied greatly. Trump’s uneven Middle East policy had over the years cre-
ated new allies that viewed a possible change of direction under Biden with concern, as well as actors 
who were sidelined significantly during Trump’s four-year term and hoped for an upgrade of relations. 
Officials and pundits throughout the region agree, however, in their assessment of waning American 
interest, engagement, and influence in the region over the past decade – a trend unchanged during 
successive administrations.

Today the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a region too often characterized by political, social, 
and economic crisis, as well as regional tensions and violent conflicts. Changes in the level of involve-
ment and influence of external, geopolitical actors (i.e., Russia and China) are contributing to profound 
changes in regional power balances and to general uncertainty. Against this backdrop, the contributors 
to this publication provide valuable insights into their respective countries of expertise, outlining the 
varied responses of governments and populations to the first year of the Biden Administration, as well 
as the broader implications of a U.S. retreat from the region. As part of its mandate in the Middle East 
and North Africa, the Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung is aiming to strengthen exchange and understanding 
between countries of the region as well as between Germany and Europe on the one hand and the 
MENA region on the other. Our cooperation with the Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern and Afri-
can Studies forms part of this effort and produces, in addition to occasional publications, a series of 
intra-regional dialogues.

The change in U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East has not gone unnoticed in European capitals either. 
Europe is more than ever relying on good relations with its southern neighborhood, while struggling to 
maintain its relevance and ability to shape and support regional transformation processes. Moreover, 
the conditions for the E.U. as a global political actor have undergone significant change in recent years. 
Good transatlantic relations have nevertheless remained, and will continue to be, the cornerstone of 
European foreign policy. A year of the Biden presidency has however shown that, despite a welcome 
change in tone and reinforcement of relations, the ongoing shift of focus to the Indo-Pacific, the relative 
strategic downgrade of the Middle East and demands for an increased “European autonomy” in geopol-
itics and security, remain. This challenge is well known in Brussels and the president of the European 
Commission Ursula von der Leyen has early into her presidency called for a “geopolitical commission”. 
However, after decades of unparalleled U.S. influence and military presence in the region, Europe - like 
actors in the region - is uncertain about the future of American engagement in the Middle East and 
North Africa and, until today, seems to be hesitant to form a policy of its own.

I would like to thank the authors cordially for their insightful and incisive contributions and the editor for 
his excellent cooperation and effort. It is my hope that this publication is thought-provoking for politi-
cal decision makers, experts, and other stakeholders alike, and will further deepen the understanding 
of a region in flux.

Dr Beatrice Gorawantschy 
Director Israel Office, Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung 
Jerusalem, January 2022
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Introduction

Introduction
Dr. Joshua Krasna, The Moshe Dayan Center (MDC), Tel Aviv University

The United States’ policy regarding the Middle East, 
and especially its military involvement there, has been 
undergoing a significant transformation in the past 
decade and a half. After serving as an “offshore bal-
ancer” in the region since the 1950s, its role changed 
after the Iranian Revolution and Soviet invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979, when it became directly militar-
ily involved in the region – declaredly, to protect the 
supply of oil to the West – and developed a permanent 
presence in it. The American involvement jumped 
again in 1991, after the collapse of the Soviet Union 
left it the sole superpower in the region, and Saddam 
Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait brought a massive Amer-
ican military presence (700,000 troops) to the region, 
and yet again in 2001-2003, when the Global War 
on Terror brought lasting, massive and region-wide 
American military involvement.

By 2009, after thirty years of a higher profile and 
tempo of U.S. involvement in the region, the Amer-
ican public was unwilling to bear the cost of facing 
what it saw as insoluble problems of the region, and 
wanted to bring the troops home: the political dis-
course reflected this. In addition, in the past decade, 
domestic oil and gas production in the U.S. soared, 
and it returned to be the largest energy producer in 
the world, making the oil issue less crucial to Ameri-
can regional policy. China has been defined, by both 
political parties, as the primary strategic threat, and 
the newly christened Indo-Pacific region, the key 
arena. The U.S. is therefore largely retrenching in the 
Middle East.

Four years of the Trump Administration did not halt 
this trend, but added complex cross-currents. Con-
servative regimes, such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE and 
Egypt, fearful of political Islamism and of Iran, were 
encouraged by the “Realist” tenor of the Administra-
tion, and developed close relations with the president 
and his circle; Riyadh and Abu Dhabi became the lead-
ers of the Arab world. The Trump Administration with-
drew from the JCPOA accords with Iran, and began 
a campaign of “maximum pressure”. It downplayed 
agendas of human rights and democracy-building. It 
also developed close ties with the Netanyahu govern-

ment in Israel, supporting its positions on Jerusalem 
and the Golan Heights and marginalizing the Pales-
tinian issue. Notably, it encouraged the creation of an 
alignment between Israel and the conservative Arab 
states, leading to the abortive “Plan of the Century” 
and the successful Abraham Accords of 2020, and to 
more open acceptance of Israel in the region.

The replacement of the Trump Administration by the 
Biden Administration was not only a change of per-
sonnel, but to a greater degree than in recent U.S. 
history, a change of direction and ideology. The actors 
in the region who had developed close cooperation 
with the Trump Administration view the new President 
warily; other actors, who had not fared well under the 
previous administration – such as Jordan, the Pales-
tinians, and Iran – were hopeful. Israel, traditionally 
the U.S.’s closest ally in the region, and for which close 
cooperation with Washington is a crucial component 
of national security policy, changed its own longstand-
ing leadership in parallel with that of the U.S. Its new 
government is compelled to play a complex balancing 
game, building an intimate working relationship with 
the new administration, which disagrees with some 
of its policies and part of whose core constituency is 
skeptical of the relationship, while at the same time 
retaining relations with the Republican opposition.

It is clear that all actors in the region need to posi-
tion themselves for a future where the American 
involvement is less overweening and more indirect. 
The American withdrawal from Afghanistan, both 
the fact and the method of its occurrence, has made 
this even more crucial for regional actors. This paper 
seeks to examine, through a series of brief analytical 
essays, how key players in the region view the Biden 
Administration, and more broadly, their relations and 
interactions with the United States a year into its term. 
This should help to assess possible developments in 
the future. The paper continues a series of coopera-
tive projects between Konrad Adenauer Stiftung Israel 
Office and the Moshe Dayan Center for Middle Eastern 
and African Studies, dealing with regional dynamics 
and intra-regional dialogue.
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Saudi Arabia and the  
Biden Administration: Back to Basics?
Dr. Brandon Friedman – The Moshe Dayan Center (MDC), Tel Aviv University

Saudi Arabia and the United States are experienc-
ing the biggest crisis in their relationship since the 
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. The Sau-
dis have been gravely concerned by the more 
restrained American use of military power in the 
Middle East, which has characterized U.S. policy 
since late 2011. In Riyadh, this change is perceived 
as a declining American commitment to their 
defense.1 On the other hand, the failed Saudi war 
in Yemen and the 2018 Saudi plot to murder Jamal 
Khashoggi, a U.S. resident at the time, triggered 
frustration, condemnation, and outrage in the U.S. 
Congress, particularly among the more progressive 
wing of the Democratic Party.2 The Saudis had to 
navigate blistering bi-partisan criticism from Amer-
ican politicians during the 2019-2020 presidential 
campaign. For example, during the Democratic 
presidential debate in November 2019, Candidate 
Biden said that he would end the American arms 
deals with the Saudis that he argued were contrib-
uting to “the murdering of children” and the “mur-
dering of innocent people.” Biden added that he 
would “make them pay the price and make them, 
in fact, the pariah that they are.”3 However, at the 
beginning of December 2021, nearly one year after 
the new administration took office, the U.S. Con-
gress approved President Biden’s new $650 million 
arms deal with the Saudis.4 How can we explain 
this U.S. volte-face on arms sales? And has this new 
U.S. “mood” changed the way the Saudis perceive 
the Biden administration’s broader approach to 
the region?5

The Saudi-American relationship, which emerged 
following World War II, was rooted in three shared 
strategic interests. First, Saudi oil was a key com-
ponent of the U.S.’s post-war reconstruction of 
Western Europe, the Marshall Plan. Second, the 
U.S. and the Saudis were both hostile to the Soviet 
Union’s communist ideology and viewed the Soviet 
Union’s expansion as a national security threat; The 
Saudis, in particular, found communism’s hostility 
to religion an anathema. They played an important 

role in mobilizing the American covert war against 
the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the 1980s. 
Third, Saudi territory, including sea lanes and air 
space, were valuable military assets in any con-
frontation between East and West, and the Saudis 
recognized they needed a certain amount of Great 
Power protection in the context of the Cold War.6

However, the Biden presidential campaign and the 
new administration have placed human rights at 
the heart of their foreign policy agenda.7 This new 
emphasis on human rights in U.S. foreign policy, 
together with the messy American military with-
drawal from Afghanistan in August 2021, and, as 
noted, what is seen as American unwillingness to 
use significant force in defense of the Gulf against 
Iran, have led the Saudis to question the future 
viability of what has been a resilient if imperfect 
partnership for the past seventy years.8

One year into his presidency, President Biden 
has had to come to terms with two realities that 
have altered his administration’s confrontational 
approach to the Saudis. First, ending the war in 
Yemen has required more than Saudi goodwill 
and cooperation.9 The Houthis have proven more 
uncompromising than the U.S. had anticipated,10 
undermining the Biden administration’s plan to 
find a diplomatic solution to end the war early 
in its first term.11 The Houthis’s 2021 offensive 
on Maʿrib,12 and the steady stream of missile and 
drone attacks on the Saudi cities and critical infra-
structure in 2021,13 have made it difficult for the 
Biden administration to demand restraint from the 
Saudis, who have largely cooperated with the Biden 
administration’s attempt to jump-start diplomacy.14

Second, high inflation and rising gasoline prices 
in the United States have forced the Biden admin-
istration to plead for increased Saudi oil produc-
tion, which Biden hopes can help reduce pressure 
on the U.S. economy during a midterm elections 
year. Saudi Arabia remains the most important 
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oil producer in the global market. Its state-owned 
company, Aramco, possesses the power to mod-
ulate the total supply of oil on the global market 
because it can bring millions of barrels of oil to 
market faster and cheaper than most of its com-
petitors, including U.S. shale oil producers.15 Saudi 
Arabia can also cut its production to prop up prices. 
By the end of November 2021, the price of gaso-
line in the U.S. had increased by 61 percent during 
the prior year, from $2.11 to $3.40 per gallon at 
the pump (a seven-year high).16 Political pressure 
generated by high gasoline prices led Biden to 
release 50 million barrels (of 620 million) from the 
U.S. Strategic Petroleum Reserve on November 23, 
2021.17 However, relying on the Strategic Petroleum 
Reserve did not appear to be a sustainable solu-
tion. Increased Saudi oil production would reduce 
gasoline prices for U.S. consumers and, at the same 
time, allow the Biden administration to stick to its 
domestic climate change commitments. Biden’s 
alternative to greater Saudi production would be 
to incentivize U.S. energy producers to dramatically 
increase U.S. production. But even if U.S. shale oil 
production could be rapidly increased, this would 
undercut Biden’s pledges to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions and support clean-energy alter-
natives to fossil-fuels.18 As a result, a senior U.S. 
delegation visited the Kingdom to urge the Saudis 
to continue increasing its monthly oil production 
(by 400,000 b/pd) despite the potential reduction 
in global demand.19 The Saudis agreed to the U.S. 
request, raising the question of what they asked for 

in return. President Biden has already reversed his 
promise to block arms sales to the Saudis – can he 
afford to compromise on his human rights agenda 
by meeting with Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman, as is reportedly in the works, and rehabil-
itating his image in the West?20 Whatever the case 
may be, U.S. officials are no longer discussing how 
to “punish” the Crown Prince.21

The Biden administration appears to have reluc-
tantly rediscovered the value of the U.S. part-
nership with Saudi Arabia. Despite the U.S. shale 
energy revolution,22 Saudi Arabia’s oil production 
still retains the power to stabilize or upend a vola-
tile market that stills powers the global economy. 
The Saudis, for their part, remain skeptical about 
the partnership with the United States. The Biden 
team’s November 2021 charm offensive is unlikely 
to change the broader direction of U.S. policy — 
military disengagement from the Middle East. The 
Saudi discourse, as a result, reflects the perception 
that the Saudis can no longer rely exclusively on the 
United States for their security.23 A recent report 
confirming that the Saudis have received China’s 
help in building an indigenous ballistic missile man-
ufacturing facility is a powerful reminder of the 
Saudi effort to diversify its security partnerships.24 
The Saudis have also increased their defense ties 
with France and the United Kingdom during the 
past year, and may do the same with Israel, even 
as they seek to preserve their vital security rela-
tionship with United States.25

1 See, for example: Abdullah K. Al-Saud and Joseph A. 
Kechichian, “The Evolving Security Landscape Around 
the Arabian Peninsula: A Saudi Perspective,” IAI Papers 
20, Instituto Affari Internazionali (IAI), June 15, 2020.

2 See, for example: Bernie Sanders and Ro Khanna, “Saudi 
warplanes carpet bomb Yemen with US help. This must 
stop.,” The Guardian, December 3, 2021.

3 “Democratic debate transcript, November 2019,” NBC 
News, December 20, 2019.

4 Andrew Desiderio, “Senate backs Biden admin weapons 
sale to Saudi Arabia,” Politico, December 7, 2021.

5 Yusuf al-Diny, “On the change in the American mood 
about the region [Arabic],” aSharq al-Awsat, November 
23, 2021.

6 Rachel Bronson, Thicker Than Oil: America’s Uneasy Part-
nership with Saudi Arabia (Oxford and New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2006), pp. 21-35.

7 Briefing Room – The White House, February 4, 2021; 
Joseph S. Nye, Jr., “Biden and Human Rights,” Project 
Syndicate, April 5, 2021.

8 Bryant Harris, “Saudi Arabia’s Prince Turki Al Faisal ques-
tions Biden’s commitment to Gulf states,” The National, 
November 2, 2021.

9 Hussein Qaʾid, “Between Maʿrib and Tehran...Saudi Ara-
bia’s options to end the war in Yemen [Arabic],” al-Hurra, 
November 28, 2021.

10 Moaz al-Omari, “The U.S. administration receives 
requests to support ‘coalition forces’ in Yemen [Arabic], 
aSharq al-Awsat, November 21, 2021; Dion Nissenbaum 
and Stephen Kalin, “Yemen’s Battleground Shifts in Favor 
of Iran-Backed Houthis,” The Wall Street Journal, Novem-
ber 20, 2021.

11 David Schenker, “Biden needs a Plan B for Yemen if the 
Houthis win,” Foreign Policy, November 4, 2021.

12 Jeremy Bowen, “Yemen’s Marib: The city at the heart of 
Yemen’s dirty war,” BBC, December 1, 2021.
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13 “The Houthis announce targeting the Saudi Ministry of 
Defense and King Khaled Airport with drones and mis-
siles (video) [Arabic],” al-Quds al-Arabi, December 7, 2021; 
Gordon Lubold, “Saudi Arabia Pleads for Missile-Defense 
Resupply as Its Arsenal Runs Low,” The Wall Street Journal, 
December 7, 2021.

14 “Saudi Arabia and Oman continue efforts to find a com-
prehensive political solution to the Yemen crisis [Arabic],” 
aSharq al-Awsat, December 7, 2021.

15 Keith Johnson, “Why American Oil Hasn’t Been A Total 
Game-Changer,” ForeignPolicy.com, November 14, 2018.

16 Laura Sanicola,”Explainer: U.S. gasoline prices could fall 
below $3 if oil market sustains losses,” Reuters, Novem-
ber 29, 2021.

17 “President Biden Announces Release from the Strategic 
Petroleum Reserve As Part of Ongoing Efforts to Lower 
Prices and Address Lack of Supply Around the World,” 
The White House – Briefing Room, November 23, 2021; 
Derek Brower, Myles McCormick, and James Politi, “US to 
release 50m barrels of oil from reserves,” Financial Times, 
November 23, 2021.

18 Dan Eberhart, “Why Are Oil Prices So High When U.S. 
When the U.S. Remains One of the World’s Largest 
Producers?,” Forbes, November 13, 2021; See: The White 
House – Briefing Room, April 22, 2021.

19 Derek Brower, Katrina Manson, Andrew England, Tom 
Wilson, and Samer Al-Atrush, “Opec+ sticks with oil sup-
ply increase after US overture to Saudi Arabia,” Financial 
Times, December 2, 2021.

20 Matthew Martin and Javier Blas, “Flush With Cash, Saudi 
Prince Snubs Biden and Sends a Message,” Bloomberg, 
November 24, 2021. Simon Henderson, “Will an apparent 
Saudi concession on oil production drop US prices at the 
pump?,” The Hill, December 3, 2021.

21 John Hudson and Karen DeYoung, “Inside the Biden 
team’s deliberations over punishing the Saudi crown 
prince,” The Washington Post, March 1, 2021.

22 Sheela Tobben and Julian Lee, “U.S. Imports No Saudi 
Crude for First Time in 35 Years,” Bloomberg, January 6, 
2021.

23 Nadim Koteich, “America is offering its allies to China 
[Arabic],” aSharq al-Awsat, December 21, 2021; See, also: 
Turki al-Faisal’s comments at the “Middle East Security 
in a Changing World – Day 1 (video),” Trends Research and 
Advisory and Atlantic Council, November 2, 2021.

24 Zachary Cohen, “CNN Exclusive: US intel and satellite im-
ages show Saudi Arabia is now building its own ballistic 
missiles with help of China,” CNN, December 23, 2021; 
Jeffrey Lewis, “Saudi Arabia Producing Ballistic Missiles,” 
Armscontrolwonk.com, December 23, 2021.

25 Sébastian Fontanelle, “France’s lucrative arms deals,” 
Le Monde Diplomatique, December 7, 2021; “Saudi crown 
prince meets British defense secretary,” Arab News, De-
cember 16, 2021; Hussein Ibish, “Wary but intrigued, Saudi 
Arabia is Still Weighing Potential Ties to Israel,” Arabian 
Gulf States Institute in Washington (AGSIW), September 20, 
2021.
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Egyptian-U.S. Relations a  
Year Into the Biden Administration
Dr. Michael Barak –  
International Institute for Counter-Terrorism (ICT), Reichman University

President Joe Biden’s election was initially received 
by the Egyptian government with trepidation and 
fear of an anti-Egyptian policy similar to that of 
the Obama Administration. This apprehension 
was gradually, though not completely, replaced by 
hope and cautious optimism that the Biden admin-
istration’s intention is to improve and strengthen 
relations with the Egyptian government. This came 
in the wake of Operation Guardian of the Walls 
in May when Biden finally called al-Sisi after four 
months of a breakdown in relations to thank him 
for his mediation in this conflict between Israel and 
Hamas in May, and especially with the resumption 
of the strategic dialogue between Egypt and the 
U.S. in November. In Egypt’s view, the changes in 
the global balance of power and Egypt’s growing 
involvement in regional conflicts such as Libya and 
the Gaza Strip have led the Biden administration to 
a new recognition of Egypt’s vital role in the region, 
and more generally, to renew its traditional alli-
ances. However, this optimism is mixed with fear 
that unresolved core disputes, especially the issue 
of human rights, will sabotage the restoration of 
the two states’ relationship.

“Rediscovery” of Egypt 
as a Strategic Partner

In the Egyptian narrative, which is aimed primarily 
at American ears, government officials, research 
institutes and the media make sure to describe 
Egypt as a strategic and loyal partner of the U.S. 
Egyptian member of parliament Olfat al-Malawy 
pointed to benefits for the U.S. of strengthening 
alliance ties with Egypt: ability to exert indirect 
influence on the foreign policy of less moderate 
Arab countries and on votes in the various Arab 
institutions; maintaining Arab-Israeli peace; and 
military cooperation against regional threats such 
as terrorism and Islamic extremism.1 The Egyp-

tian Al-Ahram Institute pointed to Egypt’s efforts 
to maintain the stability of Arab states against 
intrusion of non-Arab subversive factions; Egypt’s 
integration into regional projects to deal with the 
climate crisis, especially with the water crisis; and 
more.2 Mutaz Zahran, Egypt’s ambassador to the 
U.S., praised in an article published in the Ameri-
can press the joint activities of the U.S. and Egypt 
around some of the crises in the Middle East, such 
as efforts to calm Gaza and regenerate; striving to 
end the civil war in Libya; supplying gas to Leba-
non, and more. He argued that Egypt, unlike other 
countries, has maintained allegiance to the U.S. 
amid the shift in global power.3

As was mentioned, the resumption of the “strategic 
dialogue” between the two countries was received 
positively in Egypt, depicting it as a “new kind of 
partnership” or as “a return to the traditional foun-
dations of the strategic partnership between the 
two countries”, in the words of al-Ahram researcher 
Dina Shehata. For her, the political realism guiding 
Biden, American fear of a rise in power by China, 
Russia and Iran, and the American preference to 
rely on alliances and regional balances as a sub-
stitute for direct American intervention, as well as 
thanks to Egypt’s rehabilitation on all levels, have 
led to this achievement.4

The Egyptian “street” also advocates strengthening 
ties with the U.S. A public opinion poll published by 
the Washington Institute in December 2021 found 
that about 55% of Egyptians rated their ties with 
the United States as important, and irreplaceable 
by ties with other countries such as China and 
Russia.5
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Human Rights in Egypt –  
a Stumbling Block in  
U.S.-Egyptian Relations?

Egypt seems to be encouraged by restoration of 
its relations with the Biden administration, but at 
the same time, it is concerned about the latter’s 
continued interest in the issue of human rights. In 
September, Biden threatened to cut back on mil-
itary aid to Egypt as long as there is no improve-
ment in this issue. In December, Biden held the 
“Summit of Democracy,” which focused on three 
issues: dealing with tyrannical regimes, fighting 
corruption, and supporting human rights. Civic 
representatives from 108 countries, but not from 
Egypt, were invited to the conference.

Egyptian publicist Muhammad al-Mashnawi 
expressed bewilderment at the summit and argued 
that it did not reflect a genuine concern for individ-
ual liberties but should be seen as part of the cold 
war waged by the U.S. against China and Russia. He 
accused Biden of falsely pretending to be a human 
rights defender because he did not bother to close 
the Guantanamo Bay detention camp.6 Dalia Ziada, 
a prominent political activist and head of the Lib-
eral Democratic Institute in Egypt, warned of the 
expected negative consequences:

It is unfortunate that the Biden administration 
has not learned from the mistakes of the previ-
ous administration and is unwilling to change the 
shameful policy expressed in exerting economic 
and political pressure through cutting or freez-
ing military aid, in order to push Egypt to improve 
human rights. This path has not succeeded with the 
previous Egyptian regimes, and will never succeed 
with the current Egyptian leadership. Not to men-
tion the negative impact it will have on the strategic 
partnership between the two countries.7

The Egyptian government has been using a more 
apologetic tone on these issues, emphasizing that 
it is obliged to operate in a complex post-revolu-
tionary reality characterized by terrorism and eco-
nomic instability, and therefore patience is needed 
in the issue, as the Egyptian foreign minister told 
in the Strategic Dialogue Summit8 Indeed, in Sep-
tember 2021, al-Sisi presented a new strategy on 

human rights that would be conducted between 
the years 2021-2026. The program seeks to reform 
the criminal justice system, re-examine the death 
penalty, protect civil and political rights, and train 
civil servants in the field of human rights. In Octo-
ber, Egypt repealed its emergency law, and in early 
November, al-Sisi even released 416 Egyptian activ-
ists from prison.

The Renaissance Dam 
in Ethiopia and the 
Muslim Brotherhood

In the Egyptian discourse there is also reference 
to the U.S. involvement in the issue of the Renais-
sance Dam in Ethiopia, which is considered a secu-
rity threat to Egypt. There are those who question 
the ability of the U.S. administration to resolve 
the crisis in light of U.S. internal problems and its 
preference to shift its center of activity from the 
Middle East to the Chinese Sea.9 On the other hand, 
there are those who explain that the U.S. is acting 
cautiously with Ethiopia so as not to push it into 
the hands of China and not undermine the stabil-
ity of the African Horn. Therefore, understanding 
and patience must be shown towards American 
mediation efforts.10 Another issue in the Egyptian 
discourse is concerned with U.S.-Muslim Brother-
hood relations. There is an Egyptian consensus that 
those ties should be cut, since the MB are a terror-
ist group falsely pretending to portray themselves 
as human rights defenders.11

Conclusions

A year later, it is clear that the Egyptian govern-
ment is pleased with the turnaround in the Biden 
administration’s attitude, whereas Egyptian human 
rights organizations are dismayed. Egypt can now 
feel more confident and motivated to play a grow-
ing leading role in M.E. conflict zones, paving the 
way to deepen its influence in the region. At the 
same time, Egypt is aware that it must address 
unresolved disputes, especially on the issue of 
human rights, if it wants to exploit the momentum 
and deepen the bilateral relations. If Egypt does 
not take serious measures to improve its human 
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rights situation and makes only cosmetic changes 
or random gestures to placate the U.S., it can neg-
atively influence its relations with the U.S. govern-
ment. Nevertheless, it seems that Biden prefers 

security and stability and therefore cooperation 
with Egypt, also aimed at curbing the influence of 
China and Russia in the region, even at the cost of 
the human rights issue in Egypt.

1 Ibrahim Sulayman “Mahana: The Egyptian-American 
Relations will be witnessed to great developments in the 
next stage” [Arabic], al-Bawaba, Oct 14, 2021.

2 Ala ‘Amir, “The Egyptian Foreign Ministry and the Future 
of the Relations with the US” [Arabic], al-Seyassa al-Dawli-
yya, Oct 11, 2021.

3 Motaz Zahran, “Egypt-U.S. relations at 100 years: A 
partnership that is more vital than ever”, The Hill, Dec 13, 
2021.

4 Dina Shehata, “Strategic dialogue and a return to the 
traditional frameworks of Egyptian-American relations”, 
al-Ahram Center for Political and Strategic Studies, Nov 13, 
2021.

5 David Pollock, “Egyptians Value United States and China 
Equally, but Dislike both Iran and Israel”, Fikra Forum, Dec 
15, 2021.

6 Muhammad al-Minshawi, “Biden’s Democracy Summit 
and Guantanamo Bay” [Arabic], al-Shuruq, Dec 9, 2021.

7 Daliya Ziyada, “The Egyptian-American Relations: What is 
behind the Strategic Discourse” [Arabic], al-Majallah, Nov 
21, 2021.

8 “Secretary Antony J. Blinken and Egyptian Foreign Minis-
ter Sameh Shoukry Opening Remarks for the U.S.-Egypt 
Strategic Dialogue”, U.S Department of State, Nov 8, 2021.

9 Muhammad Kamal, “The American role will remain 
absent” [Arabic], The Egyptian Center for Strategic Studies, 
May 20, 2021.

10 Maha ‘Ala. “Governing Factors: Ethiopia’s dam between 
the Trump and Biden Administrations” [Arabic], The Egyp-
tian Center for Strategic Studies, Jul 16, 21.

11 Saher Zahran, “Moataz Zahran, Egypt’s ambassador to 
Washington, told Al-Ahram”, al-Ahram, Mar 26, 21.



14 15

Egyptian-U.S. Relations a Year Into the Biden Administration One Year into Biden’s Presidency, Iran Stands at a Strategic Crossroads

One Year into Biden’s Presidency,  
Iran Stands at a Strategic Crossroads
Omer Carmi – Tel Aviv University

On November 3, 2020, Iran’s Supreme Leader Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei delivered a televised speech 
on the occasion of the anniversary of the 1979 
U.S. embassy takeover in Tehran. Khamenei used 
his speech to discuss the upcoming presidential 
elections in the United States and stressed that it 
doesn’t matter who would be the next president, 
since the Islamic Republic’s policy vis-à-vis Wash-
ington is clear and does not change with the “move-
ment of individuals”.1 This statement reflected his 
long-standing skepticism towards Washington, 
which is rooted in a belief that all American pres-
idents – Democrats and Republicans alike – are 
the same when it comes to dealing with Iran. But 
Khamenei’s remarks also reflected an attempt by 
the Iranian leadership to lower domestic expecta-
tions of a future engagement with Biden’s admin-
istration.

Indeed, while many Iranians thought that a Biden 
victory is favorable for Iran,2 Khamenei and regime 
officials highlighted that the new administration 
cannot be trusted and will likely continue to pres-
sure Iran, while employing new tactics. For exam-
ple, Saeed Jalili, who served as the secretary of 
Iran’s Supreme National Security Council a decade 
ago and is now Khamenei’s representative on the 
council, explained in an interview that was pub-
lished on the Supreme Leader’s website in January 
2021 that the Biden administration will continue 
to pressure Iran, but will shift from Trump’s “max-
imum pressure” policy to a “smart pressure” based 
on international coalitions.3 In August, Khamenei 
reiterated this idea and claimed that Biden’s admin-
istration is similar to its predecessor and demands 
“the same thing that Trump demanded”. Khamenei 
used a metaphor to illustrate his claim, explaining 
that “behind the scenes of U.S. foreign policy there 
lies a predatory wolf that sometimes changes into 
a cunning fox” – the analogy was clear.4

The same philosophy of distrust dictated the 
Islamic Republic’s behavior when it comes to the 

negotiations to revive the 2015 Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action ( JCPOA). In his last meeting with 
Hassan Rouhani’s government before they left 
office this summer, Khamenei urged officials to 
learn from past experiences and not to trust nego-
tiations with the West, warning that they should 
“utterly avoid tying their plans to negotiations with 
the West, for they will surely fail”…5 On other occa-
sions he stressed that both Presidents Obama and 
Trump continued to exert economic pressures on 
Iran even after sanctions were lifted and failed to 
meet their promises under the JCPOA6. Continu-
ing this line of thought, Iran’s new president Ebra-
him Raisi rejected the idea of direct engagement 
with Biden, and suggested in his first press confer-
ence as president-elect in June that the U.S. should 
“prove its honesty” since “the people of Iran don’t 
have a good memory of the JCPOA”.7

The ayatollahs’ strategic reasoning was clear: Iran 
must place a set of maximalist demands as a condi-
tion for restoring the JCPOA. If Biden will not agree 
to these excessive demands, then Iran must not be 
in a hurry for a U.S. return to the nuclear deal and 
should not rush into reviving it. These demands 
not only include a full sanctions removal, but also 
the establishment of a robust mechanism to ver-
ify that Washington has indeed lifted all sanctions 
not only “on paper” – a lesson Iran learned from 
its “JCPOA experience”. Iran also demands various 
assurances that will guarantee that the next U.S. 
administration will not be able to withdraw from 
the nuclear deal in the future. Although Iran and 
the P4+1 (with the U.S. not present in the room) 
held eight rounds of talks in Vienna since President 
Biden took office, as of January 2021, the Islamic 
Republic continues to hold to its stringent demands 
in the negotiations8.

In parallel to sticking to its maximalist demands 
in the negotiations, Tehran has also considerably 
expanded its nuclear program – a process that 
started during Trump’s presidency but intensified 
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in 2021.9 Iran accumulated significant amounts of 
uranium enriched to 20% and 60%, and expanded 
its infrastructure of advanced centrifuges.10 Tehran 
was far from shy about its nuclear advancements, 
bragging that they created diplomatic leverage 
vis-à-vis the U.S. and its allies. On November 14, 
the official newspaper of President Ebrahim Raisi’s 
government published an editorial titled “Opera-
tion Sanctions Defeat”, declaring that by taking a 
proactive approach, Iran was able to put the ball 
in the international community’s court.11

The last pillar of Tehran’s strategy concerns its 
alternative for the nuclear deal and focuses – at 
least per the regime’s rhetoric – on neutralizing 
sanctions by relying on internal resources and 
diversifying Iran’s foreign policy by strengthening 
its relations with Russia and China. This approach 
of “Looking to the East” is being promoted by Raisi’s 
new government, and his foreign minister Hossein 
Amir-Abdollahian explained in February (before 
he was appointed to the foreign ministry) that 
Iran should “prefer the East to the West” in order 
to safeguard its national interests.12 Indeed, since 
President Biden took office, Iran expanded its rela-
tions with China after the two countries signed a 
strategic agreement in March 2021,13 and signaled 
its desire to reach a similar partnership with Mos-
cow.14 Tehran also joined the Shanghai Cooper-
ation Organization (SCO) as a member state in 
September.15

Aside from easing its international isolation, this 
initiative reflects Tehran’s view of international 
and regional transitions of power. Abdollahian 
argued in February that the 21st century will be “the 
century of Asia”, and the regime’s long-standing 
narrative speaks of America’s “declining power” 

and its impending collapse. This narrative fur-
ther intensified after Washington’s withdrawal 
from Afghanistan in August, which Iranian media 
framed an American retreat, using the occasion to 
highlight what they perceive as a change of pow-
ers in the Middle East. For example, Iran’s former 
ambassador to Iraq, Hassan Danaeifar, compared 
the American position in the region to that of the 
United Kingdom in 1971, when British forces with-
drew from their bases in the Persian Gulf.16 Many 
officials also maintained that Iran is able to exploit 
this opportunity and expand its presence and influ-
ence in the region, despite international pressures. 
IRGC senior official Gholam Ali Rashid explained in 
September that the work of General Qasem Solei-
mani, the late Quds Force Commander, created 
deterrence for Tehran. He noted that Iran now 
has “six armies” outside of its borders – referring 
to Lebanese Hezbollah, Hamas, the Palestinian 
Islamic Jihad, Syria, the Iraqi Popular Mobilization 
Units and the Houthis in Yemen – and that it holds 
a corridor of “1,500 km long and 1,000 km wide” 
that stretches “all the way to the shores of the Med-
iterranean Sea”.17

But despite the regime’s extravagant rhetoric and 
alleged lack of urgency to engage with President 
Biden, the upcoming year will likely pose a stra-
tegic crossroads for Iran. Tehran’s brinkmanship 
strategy in the nuclear field has already forced U.S. 
officials to acknowledge that they may soon reach 
a point at which returning to the nuclear deal no 
longer makes sense, and that Washington is pre-
paring for “a world in which there is no return to 
the JCPOA.” 18 This may indicate that the Islamic 
Republic will soon have to leave its façade of indif-
ference vis-à-vis the U.S. and decide if its intention 
is to engage with Biden, or risk a major escalation.
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The “change of the guard” following the presiden-
tial election in the U.S. has not gone unnoticed by 
the leadership of Abu Dhabi. Like their conserva-
tive regional counterparts – Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, 
and to a large extent, Israel and Egypt – the Emirati 
leadership was more than supportive of President 
Trump’s foreign policy agenda in the Middle East.

A year after the Biden Administration assumed 
power in Washington, the U.S.-U.A.E. relationship 
seems to be on an ambivalent course, wrapped in 
feelings of uncertainty and unpredictability. On the 
one hand, the U.A.E. is still highlighted as one of 
the U.S.’ strongest Arab allies in the “Global War on 
Terrorism” and as a state with which the U.S. holds 
a special relationship. According to this view, the 
U.A.E., as a long-term ally of the U.S., constitutes 
an essential component of Washington’s desire to 
lessen its regional involvement in the Middle East 
as it draws more focus to Asia.

But at the same time, some voices, both in the 
media and in Congress1, suggest that overlooking 
the U.A.E.’s controversial conduct could be detri-
mental to U.S. interests in the region and beyond. 
They argue that destabilizing policies advanced 
by the Emirates in Yemen, Libya and Syria could 
serve as a case in point. At times they even refer 
to the U.A.E. as “Little Sparta”2 (as was nicknamed 
by former U.S. Secretary of Defense James Mattis) 
in order to point to Abu Dhabi’s disproportionate 
military capabilities relative to its small geographic 
size. In sum, the U.A.E. was portrayed as the epit-
ome of this long-standing, harmful U.S. policy in 
the Middle East that has supported states without 
keeping them fully accountable for their actions.

As it turned out, the Biden Administration policy 
towards the U.A.E. began with a diplomatic imbro-
glio, in the form of a freeze on an arms deal signed 
by the Trump Administration right before its term 
ended.3 The deal included the F-35s, a token of 
Washington’s gratitude for the U.A.E.’s participa-

tion in the Abraham Accords with Israel. It was 
eventually approved in April, but the bitter ramifi-
cations of its delay were evident.

Even after the deal was approved, Washington tried 
to squeeze further concessions from the Emirates, 
and requested that the Emirates “take a step back” 
from China, making use of the imminent F-35 trans-
fer as leverage. The United States was concerned 
about growing military and economic ties between 
Beijing and the U.A.E. and was particularly worried 
that Huawei, the Chinese telecommunications com-
pany banned from operating in the United States 
for its alleged espionage on behalf of the Chinese 
government, would use its newly acquired access 
to the Emirates to survey American planes and 
drones in the Arabian Gulf.4 Additionally, it seems 
that now the U.A.E. may be signaling to the U.S. 
that it wants its own concessions, given the recent 
delay in the USD $23 billion arms deal.5

The United Arab Emirates is not sitting idly by in 
the face of Washington’s new political path. The 
Emirati leadership’s main response has focused on 
expanding its network of alliances and diplomatic 
ties with new regional and international forces, 
in the hope that these could offer it the military 
and economic support that Washington might no 
longer provide. In the Middle East, the U.A.E.’s 
diplomatic efforts from the last few months have 
focused on Israel (following the Abraham Accords), 
Syria, Turkey and even Iran, the Arabian Gulf’s nem-
esis, whose representatives met several of their 
Emirati counterparts.

The most significant international actor that may 
improve relations with the Emirates is China. On 
the economic level, the Emirati-Chinese under-
standings include several economic agreements, 
as well as other agreements, military in nature. 
The most significant one is the attempt to build a 
Chinese military base in the Emirates, which was 
foiled several months later after the interference of 
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a very worried Washington. This Chinese-Emirate 
approach is a clear signal to the United States that 
the Emirates will, as part of a larger strategy in the 
region, act in its best interest with or without Amer-
ican involvement, as also shown by the U.A.E.’s 
threat to walk away from the upcoming arms deal.

Part of this Emirati effort to act individually is seen in 
their newfound membership and increased power 
in regional and international organizations. For 
example, starting in 2022, the U.A.E. will become 
a temporary member of the United Nations Secu-
rity Council6, while also hosting the Global Energy 
Forum7 and the India Global Business Forum.8 This 
again is a message that the United States must 
watch closely; the U.A.E. will take its own initiative 
to join international geopolitical and economic fora 
to promote its own interests, even if they must 
be their own advocate. Additionally, these efforts 
have already begun to bear fruit, showing the U.S. 
that aside from threats and delays, there are other 
ways to solve disputes.

Interestingly, however, the Emirates are a bit more 
reserved than their Saudi counterparts. While 
Riyadh entered a head-on diplomatic feud with 
the United States (possibly because the Saudi royal 
family itself was personally attacked in Biden’s 

statements), the Emirates have tried to buttress 
their diplomatic capabilities without overly antag-
onizing Washington. One example is the aforemen-
tioned Emirati decision to forego the prospect of 
a Chinese military base in the Emirates, following 
the extreme American anxiety. Another example is 
the “OPEC Plus” management of oil. In the face of 
Biden’s request to increase oil production to curb 
the global rise of oil prices, Saudi Arabia decided to 
continue to limit production in order to humiliate 
the White House9 and make it seem incompetent 
compared to the Trump administration. The Emir-
ates, on the other hand, supported the American 
policy of increased production and even entered a 
minor diplomatic crisis with Riyadh over this topic. 
Ironically, the two Gulf oil manufacturers’ disagree-
ments were mediated by Russia – perhaps another 
sign that the Biden Administration is “losing its 
edge” in the Middle East.

Despite the concerns raised in Abu Dhabi, the 
U.A.E. is likely to continue to work closely with 
Washington. With a foreign policy that has proven 
to be flexible, the U.A.E. might successfully nav-
igate the coming changes in U.S. foreign policy 
more easily than other governments, particularly 
in light of the passage of the Abraham Accords and 
its hedging policy toward Iran.
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Despite their turbulent nature, relations between 
Turkey and the U.S. have stemmed from consider-
ations of grand strategy and the immediate inter-
ests of both states. Turkey’s perception of Russia as 
the historical nemesis of the Ottoman Empire and 
of modern Turkey has constituted the backbone of 
this complicated relationship.

Until the rise of Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and his Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP) in 2002, Turkish 
foreign policy was indeed in line with that of the 
U.S. A significant breaking point in the relations 
took place in March 2003, when the Turkish par-
liament rejected the U.S. appeal for deploying mil-
itary forces on the Turkish territory to launch the 
invasion of Iraq also from the north. The Turkish 
parliamentary veto did not leave an alternative for 
the U.S. but to launch the invasion only from the 
southern frontier in Iraq. Unsurprisingly, this act 
created a serious rift between the two sides that 
became loud and clear with the infamous “Hood 
Event” (Turkish: Çuval Olayı) on July 4, 2003, in 
which a group of Turkish military personnel oper-
ating in northern Iraq were captured, led away with 
hoods over their heads, and interrogated by the 
U.S. military. The incident created an earthquake 
in the Turkish public and was utilized by anti-Amer-
ican circles to launch large-scale anti-Americanism, 
which is still felt today.

Anti-American tendencies reached their peak in 
the aftermath of the failed coup attempt in July 
15, 2016. The silence of then-U.S. President Barack 
Obama during the incident, perceived as waiting 
for clarification of the results of the insurrection, 
caused deep mistrust in Ankara. Moreover, Erdoğan 
was even more irritated when the U.S. refused to 
extradite Fethullah Gülen – an Islamic preacher 
accused of orchestrating the coup attempt, from 
his exile in the United States.

In this tense diplomatic atmosphere, and after a 
significant delay, then U.S. Vice President Joe Biden 

paid a visit to the bombed Turkish parliament on 
August 24, 2016. Upon his arrival to Turkey, Biden 
received a cold reception. But more importantly, 
he was surprised to be informed about the already 
launched Turkish Armed Forces’ (TSK) “Operation 
Euphrates Shield: against ISIS and the Kurdish PYD-
YPG (a U.S. ally) in the Syrian territory.1

It seems that even then Biden did not approve 
Turkey’s foreign policy in Syria. During his presi-
dential campaign, Biden openly criticized former 
President Donald Trump for allowing Turkey to 
conduct “Operation Peace Spring” against the U.S.’ 
Kurdish allies in Syria, and wrote on Twitter that 
if he was President, he would make Erdoğan pay 
a heavy price for what he has done.2 Biden went 
on and openly called Erdoğan an “autocrat” and 
promised to support the Turkish opposition polit-
ical parties in toppling the Turkish president’s rule 
democratically.3 Unsurprisingly, Biden’s statements 
were received very negatively in Ankara. Erdoğan’s 
spokesperson İbrahim Kalın openly insulted Biden 
in a tweet from his official account, stating that “the 
days of ordering Turkey around are over” and that 
Biden would pay the price if he will dare to do so.4

Inevitably, the Biden-Kalın social media swordplay 
deepened the existing anti-Americanism tenden-
cies in the Turkish public. As of June 2021, 54% of 
the Turks see the U.S. as the most serious threat 
against their country’s national security, with only 
20% not seeing it as a national security threat.5

Erdoğan did not experience a “golden age” with 
President Trump either, despite the positive chem-
istry between the two leaders. Erdoğan decided 
to escalate the bilateral relations by adopting 
“hostage diplomacy”. On September 2017, Turk-
ish police arrested Metin Topuz – a Turkish citizen 
working for the American consulate in Istanbul 
– with espionage charges. The U.S. responded to 
this move by halting consular visa services in the 
country. However, it seems that Ankara was not 
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deterred. On September 28, 2017 Erdoğan decided 
to use imprisoned American pastor Andrew Brun-
son – accused of espionage charges – as a bargain-
ing chip to compel Fethullah Gülen’s extradition. 
Turkey’s reluctance to release Pastor Brunson from 
prison deteriorated into a full-scale diplomatic cri-
sis; the Trump Administration imposed sanctions 
against top Turkish government officials who were 
involved in the detention of Brunson. Tariffs on 
Turkish products were also raised. Unsurprisingly, 
the U.S. measures had a huge impact on the fragile 
Turkish currency. On August 2018, the Turkish lira 
suffered from an (at that time) unprecedentedly 
high devaluation, with one dollar becoming equiv-
alent to 6.95 Turkish Liras. At the end, in October 
2018, the Erdoğan administration could not con-
tinue, and Pastor Brunson was released from the 
Turkish prison and extradited back to the U.S.

Ankara also declared its opposition to the U.S. pol-
icy of imposing sanctions against Iran. As the neigh-
bor of this country, Turkey suffered serious eco-
nomic losses from the sanctions regime: therefore, 
the state-owned Halkbank began to circumvent the 
sanctions. At first in March 2017, deputy director 
general of Halkbank Hakan Atilla was arrested in 
the U.S. Then, in October 2019, the U.S. Treasury 
filed a lawsuit against the bank in New York, in 
which it could face a fine of up to $20 billion for 
helping Iran evade sanctions. Today, the ongoing 
Halkbank affair still constitutes a serious burden 
on the bilateral relations.

Ankara’s contradictory foreign policy on Iran has 
had ramifications on the bilateral relations. On 
October 29 and on December 12, 2019, respec-
tively, the House of Representatives and the Sen-
ate passed the Armenian Genocide bill. President 
Biden’s official recognition of the genocide on 
March 24, 2021 can also be seen as the last step 
of a finalized policy.6

While all the above-mentioned crises can be seen 
as relatively middle-scaled ones, Turkey’s deci-
sion to acquire Russian S-400 anti-ballistic missile 
systems in July 2019 and its testing of the systems 
on a former American base in the city of Sinop in 
October 2020 led to a genuine paradigm shift in 
Turkish-American relations. As a result, in Decem-
ber 2020, prior to leaving office, the Trump Admin-

istration imposed Countering America’s Adversar-
ies Through Sanctions Act’s (CAATSA) sanctions on 
Turkey’s defense industry. Moreover, Turkey was 
removed from the NATO flagship F-35 joint strike 
fighter project.

Having already being paid 1.4 billion dollars to 
acquire the F-35s, Ankara currently seeks to use 
these funds for 40 new F-16 jets and to launch a 
modernization maintenance for those jets it pos-
sesses in its inventory. The Biden administration 
has still not given a green light for this venture.7 In 
doing so, the U.S. applies further pressure on Tur-
key to soften Ankara’s position, especially vis-a-vis 
the PYD-YPG in Syria – preventing a new Turkish 
ground offensive against this entity.

Apart from the Kurdish question, Biden’s reluc-
tance to move forward with the F-16 deal also 
derives from the latest “10 Ambassadors Crisis”, 
which highlighted once again the deteriorating 
situation of human rights and freedom of speech 
in Turkey. On October 18, the U.S. ambassador 
in Ankara and nine other Western counterparts 
signed an online petition that called for the imme-
diate release of the Turkish philanthropist Osman 
Kavala, considered by Erdoğan the mastermind 
behind the 2013 Gezi Park protests. Erdoğan 
threatened to declare the ten ambassadors per-
sona non grata. The crisis was averted thanks to 
the ambassadors’ joint statement that they are 
obligated by Vienna Convention’s article 41 not 
to interfere in other countries’ internal affairs. In 
light of the incident, President Biden chose not to 
invite Turkey to the December 9-10, 2021 “Summit 
for Democracy” event that gathered the heads of 
all the democratic states. This act shows Presi-
dent Biden’s categorization of Turkey together with 
China, Russia and Iran.8

The density and the magnitude of the series of 
consecutive political crises has largely destroyed 
the mutual trust between Washington and Ankara. 
The most important indicator of this mistrust is the 
ongoing deployment of the U.S. forces in the city of 
Alexandroupoli, Greece next to the Turkish border. 
In Turkish eyes, the deployment is seen as a mea-
sure to deter Turkey from engaging with Greece in 
the Eastern Mediterranean and the Aegean Sea, 
and even as a “siege” against Turkey. On the Amer-



22

Turkish-American Relations in the Biden Era: “It’s Complicated”

ican side, recent U.S. troop deployments signal 
Washington’s undeclared desire to gradually move 
away its military properties from Turkey to Greece.9

Despite all the above, and given the U.S.’ special 
interest in containing China, Turkey may be able 
to win back the hearts of the Americans if it con-
fronts China not only by disengaging itself from 
Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative, but also by criti-
cizing Beijing openly on the Uyghur question. Cer-
tainly only such an act can reset the American-Turk-
ish relations and would restore Turkey’s strategic 
position in the eyes of the U.S. However, given 
Turkey’s growing engagement with China – includ-

ing selling its ports, companies and even signing 
swap agreements between the central banks of 
both countries – such a policy change cannot be 
seen in the horizon.

Unless a drastic change will take place in Turkish 
foreign policy it seems that the already “compli-
cated” U.S.-Turkish relations will further deteri-
orate in the near future. In such a scenario, the 
most significant challenge for Washington may be 
to keep Turkey close enough – despite their differ-
ences – to not lose this important country to the 
hands of the Russia-China axis.
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The relationship between Iraq and the United 
States during the first year of Joseph Biden’s 
Administration was defined by what one might 
call normalization. For most of the past thirty years, 
policies emanating from Washington dominated 
Iraqi political discourse. From the First Gulf War 
and sanctions to the 2003 war and occupation, 
then withdrawal in 2011 and war again in 2014, the 
Iraqi-American relationship has been anything but 
normal. However, over the past twelve months, 
the new American Administration has not been 
the driving force in Iraqi politics. When Iraqis did 
discuss the United States, they focused more on 
America’s attempt to turn away from Iraq.

Setting the Stage and 
Initial Views

On the eve of Biden’s presidency, Iraqi views of the 
United States were fractured and complex. Much 
of Iraq’s political landscape was hostile toward 
President Donald Trump. Iraqis accused Trump 
of using their country as a battlefield in Ameri-
ca’s proxy war with Iran. On January 7, 2021, a top 
Baghdad court even issued an arrest warrant for 
Trump for “ordering the assassination” of Iranian 
General Qasem Soleimani and Iraqi militia leader 
Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis in January 2020.1 Many 
Iraqis saw Trump through the lens of his bigoted 
statements about Arabs and Muslims. When Trump 
pardoned four American security contractors who 
killed fourteen Iraqi civilians, including a nine-year-
old boy, one Iraqi lamented “our blood is cheaper 
than water.”2

Nevertheless, even under Trump, Iraqi discourse 
on the United States was complicated. For much of 
2019 and into 2020, Iraq was engulfed in popular 
protests against an entrenched and corrupt ruling 
class with close ties to Iran. This created significant 
anti-Iranian sentiment, even among the Iraqi Shi‘a, 

who at times saw American power in Iraq as a check 
on Tehran.3 Additionally, the main Kurdish parties 
saw the American military as their greatest ally, and 
hoped it would remain in the country indefinitely.

In this context, Biden’s election met a mixed reac-
tion among Iraqis. His reputation in Iraq was closely 
tied to his vote in favor of the 2003 Iraq War and his 
plan in 2006 to divide Iraq along sectarian and eth-
nic lines. Profiles of Biden in the Iraqi press often 
highlighted these issues.4 At least among Arab 
Iraqis, these positions were deeply unpopular. As 
one report posted by a prominent Iraqi think tank 
argued, “Biden has never been on the right side.”5 
Nevertheless, Iraqis also recognized that Iraq was 
not a major issue in the American election and 
that Biden seemed to have backed away from his 
previous calls to divide the country. Many Iraqis 
also hoped that Biden’s more moderate approach 
to Iran would ease regional tensions that have fed 
proxy conflicts in their country. As such, Iraqi lead-
ers publicly welcomed Biden’s victory.6

Strategic Dialogue and 
Ending Combat Mission

The strategic dialogue between Washington and 
Baghdad on ending U.S. combat operations in Iraq 
dominated the Iraqi discourse on Biden’s Admin-
istration during its first year. The process began 
under President Trump and then culminated in July 
2021, when Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi and 
President Biden negotiated an end to the Ameri-
can combat role in Iraq by the end of 2021. The 
agreement was praised by most of Iraq’s political 
landscape.

However, some hardline Shi‘i factions aligned with 
Iran, such as Asaib Ahl al-Haq and the Badr Organi-
zation, remained skeptical, arguing that the agree-
ment was little more than window dressing for a 
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continued American military presence. As one Shi‘i 
militia member stated, “There are doubts and fears 
that what was agreed on in Washington will not be 
applied on the ground.”7

The Kurds publicly welcomed the Iraqi-American 
strategic dialogue, but they were also clearly con-
cerned that an American withdrawal would leave 
them at the mercy of Baghdad, Iran, and Turkey.8

Iraqi discourse on a potential American troop with-
drawal was also affected by the botched American 
exit from Afghanistan. Many Sunni Arabs and Kurds 
feared a repeat of the “Afghan scenario” in their 
country, in which Iranian proxies would quickly 
seize power. However, Iraqi factions aligned with 
Iran denied that was a possibility.9

Biden Reconsidered

Despite the importance of these issues, the most 
poignant aspect of Iraqi discourse on Biden was 
the lack of it. Iraqi politics and diplomacy were 
dominated by local and regional issues over the 
past year. It is noteworthy that when Biden met 
Iraqi President Barham Salih in September, Biden 
congratulated Iraq on the Baghdad Summit – 
attended by regional leaders and French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron in August – and the Pope’s 

visit in March. The United States was not a factor 
in either of those events.10

Moreover, Iraqi political discourse has shifted away 
from seeing American policy as the central issue for 
Iraqi politics. Several op-eds in the well-respected 
newspaper, al-Mada, argued that Iraq was not an 
important issue for Biden. Moreover, Biden was no 
longer trying to divide the country, and even if he 
was, Iraqis argued that they did not need people 
like Biden to split them along “regional” [ًا ي  ,[مناطق
“sectarian” [ًا ي اً] ”and “ethnic ,[مذهب  lines; Iraqis [قومي
divided themselves into those categories every 
time there was an election.11 These types of argu-
ments diminish the role of American policy in shap-
ing Iraqi politics. Instead, they depict local issues 
like corruption, or regional actors like Iran, Turkey, 
and Saudi Arabia as driving Iraqi politics.

America’s future in Iraq is far from certain. There 
are plans to leave a residual American military 
force in Iraq. How different it will be from the type 
of force that has been there in recent years is 
unclear. Yet, both American and Iraqi public opin-
ion favor an end to American combat missions in 
Iraq. As such, both American and Iraqi leaders have 
tried to downplay the role of the American military 
in Iraq. Whatever the truth of such claims, they 
do appear to have moved Iraqi political discourse 
away from the America-centric views of previous 
decades.
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The Lebanese government officially welcomed Joe 
Biden’s election as 46th president of the United 
States. However, behind the congratulatory official 
remarks and expressions of hope for stronger ties 
between the two countries, a sense of resignation 
and anxiety prevailed among Lebanon’s political 
class regarding the new administration. On a fun-
damental level, the Lebanese political class under-
stood that the new administration, like the previ-
ous one, did not intend to be proactively engaged 
in Lebanon or view Lebanon as a foreign policy pri-
ority, and that the administration’s approach to the 
country would largely be dictated by its Iran policy.1 
The Trump administration viewed Lebanon as an 
area of competition with Iran and took an openly 
confrontational approach to Hizballah, Iran’s local 
proxy, as part of its policy of maximum pressure. 
In contrast, the Biden administration departed 
from the Trump administration’s policy of maxi-
mum pressure as it sought to reenter negotiations 
with Iran over its nuclear program. Not wanting 
to antagonize Iran or undermine the potential to 
reach an agreement, the Biden administration took 
a less openly hostile approach to Hizballah.

Initially, the new administration confined itself to 
supporting civil society organizations, gently push-
ing for economic and political reform, providing 
humanitarian aid, and maintaining U.S. support 
for the Lebanese army, a traditional cornerstone 
of the U.S.’s Lebanon policy. For Hizballah and its 
allies in the March 8 coalition, the reorientation of 
Biden’s regional policy was a welcome reprieve, 
though they largely remained skeptical and critical 
of America’s regional policy. However, for parties 
affiliated with Lebanon’s March 14 coalition, such 
as the Lebanese Forces and the Future Movement, 
the thought that the Biden administration would 
lessen its pressure on Hizballah was a cause of 
anxiety and concern.

However, both camps’ early assessments of the 
Biden administration’s Lebanon policy would prove 
to be inaccurate. Lebanon’s worsening political and 
economic crises, which have brought the country 
to the verge of total collapse, compelled the Biden 
administration to change course and increase its 
involvement in Lebanese affairs.

It is within this context – the deterioration of the 
political and economic situation in Lebanon com-
pelling the United States to more proactively 
engage – that Lebanese responses to the Biden 
administration must be understood. Since U.S. pol-
icy in Lebanon broadly aims at containing Hizballah 
and the expansion of Iranian influence in the coun-
try, the response of Hizballah and its allies has – 
unsurprisingly – mainly been negative. In contrast, 
those opposed to Hizballah and Iran in Lebanon 
have generally welcomed greater involvement in 
the country’s affairs by Washington. To illustrate, 
this article explores two areas in which the Biden 
administration’s engagement has been most evi-
dent, and provoked the most vigorous response: 
working to resolve Lebanon’s energy crisis, and 
actively mediating the Lebanese-Israeli maritime 
dispute.

Lebanon’s Energy Crisis

As Lebanon’s energy crisis deepened in the sum-
mer of 2021, the Biden administration and Hizbal-
lah announced competing “plans” to alleviate and 
solve the crisis. Hizballah, in a bid to enhance its 
influence and that of its Iranian patron in Leba-
non, announced it would import Iranian fuel into 
the country, while Iran offered to begin exploring 
for oil and gas in Lebanon’s coastal waters. In con-
trast, the United States announced its backing for 
a proposal to import Egyptian natural gas to oper-
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ate Lebanon’s power plants and to transfer Jorda-
nian electricity into the country via Syria, essen-
tially establishing a mechanism for Arab states to 
increase their influence in Lebanon at Hizballah’s 
and Iran’s expense.2 The competing energy plans 
brought the Biden administration into direct and 
open conflict with Hizballah and its March 8 allies. 
Hizballah intensified its criticism of the United 
States and its ambassador in Lebanon, pushing the 
narrative that the U.S. was to blame for Lebanon’s 
economic and energy woes. In several speeches, 
Hizballah’s Secretary-General Hassan Nasrallah 
accused the U.S. of waging an economic and pro-
paganda campaign against Lebanon. He argued 
that Lebanon’s woes were entirely to blame on the 
United States, which had laid siege to the coun-
try and was working to cause its disintegration.3 
Ambassador Shea brushed aside the criticism, rhe-
torically asking if that was the best Nasrallah could 
do?4 Nasrallah also argued that the U.S. plan was 
nothing more than an effort to sell false hope and 
illusions to Lebanese citizens.

However, opposition groups and parties affiliated 
with the March 14 alliance welcomed the U.S. ini-
tiative, while acknowledging geopolitical and tech-
nical obstacles still had to be ironed out for it to 
come to pass, namely repairing damaged infra-
structure and the U.S. waiving the application of 
Caesar sanctions on this matter.5 They also pushed 
counter-narratives against their rival, Hizballah. 
One of the most popular media outlets associated 
with the opposition downplayed and dismissed 
both proposals, asking its followers on Twitter who 
sold the Lebanese a better illusion – Hizballah or 
U.S. Ambassador Dorothy Shea.6 The Kataeb Party, 
one of Lebanon’s oldest political organizations that 
formally joined the opposition, accused Nasrallah 
of usurping the state’s power once again and sow-
ing internal discord.7 Kataeb leader Samy Gemayel 
also dismissed Hizballah’s charge that the U.S. was 
waging an economic war against Lebanon.8 These 
criticisms were even echoed by Lebanese Prime 
Minister Najib Mikati, who lamented that a “group” 
would take an action that exposed Lebanon to U.S. 
sanctions and that such fuel shipments violated 
Lebanon’s sovereignty.9

Mediating the Lebanon-
Israel Maritime Dispute

Lebanese-Israeli demarcation negotiations over 
competing maritime territorial claims, mediated 
by the United States, were derailed in December 
2020 on the eve of Biden’s inauguration when Leb-
anon unexpectedly made additional territorial 
demands.10 The dispute between the two coun-
tries intensified in September 2021 when the U.S. 
oilfield service company Halliburton announced 
that Israel had awarded it a contract for drilling 
in the northern part of the Karish gas field, which 
lies in the area claimed by Lebanon in December 
2020. The announcement provoked strong con-
demnations by Lebanese officials, who accused 
Israel of violating past agreements, and the Biden 
administration pushed for renewed negotiations 
to settle the dispute.11

President Biden appointed Amos Hochstein, an 
Israeli-born energy expert in the State Depart-
ment, as the new American mediator. In October, 
Hochstein traveled to the region for talks with Leb-
anese and Israeli officials. Hizballah and its March 
8 allies heavily criticized Hochstein’s appointment 
and visit to Beirut. Pro-Hizballah media outlets 
such as al-Mayadeen and al-Akhbar published arti-
cles about Hochstein, casting doubt on his ability to 
be an impartial and neutral arbiter of the dispute. 
This was done through implicit and explicit refer-
ences to Hochstein’s Jewishness and mentioned 
that Hochstein was born in Israel and served in the 
Israel Defense Forces (IDF), including in southern 
Lebanon.12 Similar narratives regarding Hochstein 
were promoted and amplified on social media by 
Hizballah and its allies. The virulently anti-Israel 
(and antisemitic) Syrian Social Nationalist Party 
(SSNP) posted infographics declaring Hochstein 
an “enemy, not a mediator.” The SSNP reiterated 
its uncompromising rejection of negotiations with 
“the enemy,” e.g., Israel, warning against economic 
normalization.13 Such criticisms were also echoed 
by some opposition groups, such as Shabab Masref 
(the Youth of the Bank), which decried the Leba-
nese government’s submission to negotiations with 
“the Israeli Amos Hochstein,” essentially accusing 
Lebanese politicians of colluding with the enemy.14
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However, the narrative and tone of parties affili-
ated with the March 14 coalition were entirely dif-
ferent. Articles published by the Lebanese Forces 
and Kataeb did not include any references to Hoch-
stein’s Jewishness or Israeli origins, addressing 
him by the titles befitting his office and status 
as the Biden administration’s designated media-
tor. Moreover, the articles focused on the issues 
at hand. They stressed that negotiations did not 
address normalization but were intended to reach 
an agreement that would enable Lebanon to begin 

exploiting its oil and gas reserves.15 Meanwhile, the 
French-language daily L’Orient-Le Jour addressed 
the issue of Hochstein’s Israeli origins in a neutral, 
analytical manner, even praising him as “the right 
man for the job.”16

Given that Lebanon’s political and economic crises 
remain unresolved and continue to worsen, the 
Biden administration will likely remain active in 
Lebanese affairs, further sharpening and intensi-
fying the varied responses to its policies.
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The Palestinian attitude towards the new Biden 
administration initially divided, predictably, into 
two approaches: that of the Fatah-dominated Pal-
estinian Authority (P.A.) on the one hand, and of 
the hardliners of Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad (PIJ) on the other. While President Mahmud 
Abbas and other P.A. officials welcomed the new 
administration with cautious optimism, Hamas 
and PIJ leaders expressed little expectation that 
the new administration would implement poli-
cies significantly different from its predecessors’ 
regarding the Palestinian issue in general and their 
organizations particularly. The P.A.’s cautious opti-
mism was gradually eroded during the first year, 
pushing its leaders to search for old-new avenues 
to return the Palestinian problem to the forefront 
of the international agenda.

The most positive expression of a Hamas offi-
cial towards the Biden administration was stated 
early on by the movement’s spokesperson, Fawzi 
Barhoum. He gloated at the departure of Trump, 
whom he described as a major actor in instigating 
“violence and extremism”. Barhoum expressed 
hope that the Biden administration would correct 
the American historical injustice against the Pal-
estinians, particularly regarding the refugees and 
Jerusalem issues.1 However, most Hamas officials 
showed very little interest or hope that the situa-
tion would change, and repeated the argument that 
while American and Israeli governments change, 
the longstanding policies regarding the Palestinian 
issue remain unchanged.2 This claim and its context 
implicitly hinted that the American administration 
should recognize Hamas’s legitimacy as opposed 
to its longstanding policy.

The Biden administration indeed maintained the 
traditional American policy that considers the 
P.A. the only legal leadership and partner for any 
arrangement. However, the President did deliver 
several statements regarding the Gaza Strip, partic-
ularly during Operation Guardian of the Walls (May 

10-21), which were perceived by Hamas as positive. 
These included pressure on Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu to enter a ceasefire, as well 
as use of “even-handed” rhetoric that stressed the 
right of both people to live in peace and prosperity.3 
Following the operation, the administration also 
expressed its intention to assist the international 
reconstructing efforts of the Gaza Strip.4 A few days 
after the operation, Arab media platforms even 
suggested the possibility that the Biden adminis-
tration would open a direct channel of communi-
cation with Hamas.5

However, as the immediate impact of the operation 
faded away, Hamas officials returned to their usual 
rhetoric that America has no intention to change 
its longstanding policy towards the Palestinians. 
Ismail Haniyeh, the chairman of Hamas’ Politi-
cal Bureau, stated in late September that neither 
Biden nor new Israeli Prime Minister Naftali Bennet 
are accepting any political solution to the Palestin-
ian issue, not even one based on a Palestinian state 
within the June 4, 1967 borders. Therefore, Haniyeh 
argued, their election does not change the course 
of occupation and there is no expected change at 
the American-Israeli relations as the two countries 
are connected with strong interests.6 Dr. Basem 
Naim, the Head of Hamas’s Political and Foreign 
Relations Department condemned in November 
the United States vote at the United Nations against 
a draft that was supposed to provide the Palestin-
ians the right of self-determination.7 At the same 
time, Hamas did not attribute much importance 
to the U.S. decision to change its vote a few days 
later from ‘no’ to ‘abstention’ on the U.N. General 
Assembly Resolution granting Palestinian refugees 
the right to return to Israel.8

From the beginning, the PIJ had even lower expec-
tations from the new administration. While also 
heavily criticizing the Trump Administration, the 
organization predicted that no American change 
of policy is in sight. Shortly after Biden’s electoral 
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victory, Daud Shihab, a spokesperson for the PIJ, 
stated that the new President continues the tra-
ditional American complicity in “Israel’s crimes”.9 
Another official, Sheikh Nafedh Azam, said that the 
Palestinians have a bitter experience with the U.S. 
administrations, and yet Washington always failed 
to break them, including Trump “who tried to bend 
them” for four years.10

At the P.A. headquarters in Ramallah, the inaugura-
tion of Biden raised hopes that the new President 
would reverse some of his predecessor’s policies 
regarding the PA. They hoped, for example, that 
Biden would order the reopening of the PLO office 
in Washington and the American Consulate in East 
Jerusalem, which were shut down during Trump’s 
tenure.11 .12 Most importantly, Mahmud Abbas 
hoped that the new administration will regener-
ate the process to promote the two-state solution.13

Some early signs of optimism did appear in Janu-
ary 2020, including the speech of U.S. Ambassador 
to the U.N. Richard Mills, where he expressed the 
new administration’s preservation of relations with 
the Palestinian Authority.14 P.A. senior official, Jibril 
Rajub, went as far as congratulating the Americans 
for reopening the PLO office in Washington.15 In 
February, the P.A. sent an official letter to the new 
administration stressing its commitment to the 
two-state solution. The letter also stated that all 
the Palestinian factions are supporting this solu-
tion and the PLO as their sole representative16 (PIJ 
soon refuted this claim, as did other opposition 
parties such as the Popular Front for the Libera-
tion of Palestine).17

However, Abbas’s optimism soon evaporated. 
Biden’s foreign policy placed low priority on the 
Middle East. His first phone call to Abbas was in 
May and actually meant to curb Hamas’ aggres-
sion against Israel, and not for the sake of broad 
cooperation with his government.18 The PLO office 

in Washington and the American East Jerusalem 
Consulate have not been reopened19 and Biden 
refused to meet Abbas before his U.N. General 
Assembly speech in September.20

Biden’s lukewarm attitude undoubtably disap-
pointed Abbas, who is facing difficult challenges 
within the Palestinian arena. The most serious one 
is the political strengthening of Hamas in the West 
Bank following Operation Guardian of the Walls. As 
opposed to the common thinking, the conflict did 
not break out because of the Sheikh Jarrah dispute, 
which is still pending for the court decision, or the 
Israeli police raid in the Al-Aqsa Mosque (follow-
ing rocks and Molotov cocktails throwing on Jew-
ish prayers in the Wailing Wall). The conflict broke 
out because of Abbas’s decision to cancel the gen-
eral elections that were supposed to take place in 
May, in which many predicted the strengthening of 
Hamas, which responded with a clear intention to 
undermine both the P.A. and Israel. Following the 
conflict, popular support for Hamas temporarily 
grew (but returned lately to the same level of sup-
port before the operation, which is around 25% as 
opposed to 22% of the Fatah).21 

This and other incidents in the West Bank have led 
the P.A. to arrest several of Hamas’s armed cells, 
but at the same time to signal to Israel and the U.S. 
that Abbas is considering resuming the “national 
dialogue” with Hamas and the PIJ. While the chance 
that such reconciliation will reach fruition is – as 
always – very small, Abbas uses it, among other 
things, as leverage on the Biden administration in 
order to change its priorities and policy vis-a-vis 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In the shorter term, 
Abbas made it clear that he expects the adminis-
tration to fulfill its promises to reopen the East 
Jerusalem consulate and the PLO offices in Wash-
ington. As Ramallah sees it, the ball is now in the 
Americans’ court.

1 “Barhoum calls Biden to correct the course of American 
politics against our people” [Arabic], Hamas’ Website, 
January 20, 2021.

2 See for example: “Haniye: Biden and Bennett do not 
accept any political solution, even a state based on the 
1967 lines” [Arabic], Hamas’ Website, September 29, 2021; 
“A statement in condemnation of the United States’ vote 
against a resolution on the self-determination of our 
Palestinian nation” [Arabic], Hamas’ Website, November 8, 
2021.
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Jordan and the Biden Administration: 
Back Where They Want to Be
Dr. Joshua Krasna – The Moshe Dayan Center (MDC), Tel Aviv University

Jordan was arguably the U.S. Middle East ally hap-
piest about Biden’s election. The Trump Admin-
istration minimized Jordan’s role in U.S. regional 
policy. It pursued “paradigm-breaking” policies, 
especially on Jerusalem, the Palestinian issue, and 
the settlements, that sidelined Jordan and ignored 
its interests. These culminated in February 2020’s 
stillborn “peace plan,” which included Israeli annex-
ation of the Jordan River Valley, and in the Abraham 
Accords of September 2020, which Jordan accepted 
reluctantly.

Biden’s arrival led to a return of the seventy-year 
centrality of Jordan to U.S. regional policy,1 partly 
due to the administration’s ambivalence towards 
Trump’s preferred Arab interlocutors, Saudi Arabia 
and U.A.E. The President himself has a long-stand-
ing acquaintance with King ʿAbdullah II (and his 
father King Hussein). Jordanians also view the 
appointment of former U.S. Ambassador to Jordan, 
William Burns, to head the CIA as a positive devel-
opment (especially in view of the organization’s 
historic centrality in the bilateral relationship).2

A first test of the tie’s renewed strength was the 
April 2021 crisis surrounding the arrests of two 
former royal advisors for sedition, and tension 
between the King and his half-brother, Prince 
Hamza. The regime saw a broader international 
context, with “outside forces” (reportedly Saudi 
Arabia and the Trump Administration) attempting 
to stir up tribal elements against the King.3 Presi-
dent Biden stood firmly behind the King: On April 
7, he called ʿAbdullah and expressed his total sup-
port for him; the White House readout of the call 
expressed strong U.S. support for Jordan and 
underscored the importance of the King’s leader-
ship to the United States and the region.4

The King was the first Arab leader to meet with 
Biden in Washington, in July 2021 (after being the 
first Middle East leader he called in November 
2020). ʿ Abdullah spoke then of having “lost a couple 

of years,” 5 while the White House stated before the 
visit that it would be an opportunity to “showcase 
Jordan’s leadership role in promoting peace and 
stability in the region.” 6

On the security level, Jordan has returned to cen-
trality in U.S. military contingency planning for the 
Middle East at a time when the U.S. is rationalizing 
its presence in the region and shifting its focus to 
the Indo-Pacific. In January 2021, the Jordanian 
government signed a domestically controversial 
agreement that allows the United States to station 
armed troops, aircraft, and vehicles in Jordan (there 
are some 3,000 U.S. troops in Jordan).7 In July, the 
U.S. closed three logistic installations and a sup-
port mission based in Qatar and shifted them to 
Jordan. This was justified as enabling more flexible 
use of the equipment, including in scenarios involv-
ing Iran, and decreasing the forces’ vulnerability to 
rocket attacks by Iranian-backed militias.8

Washington was apparently a key player in the 
three-way deal between U.A.E., Jordan, and Israel 
for an Emirati-financed solar energy project in 
southern Jordan. The deal will provide Jordanian 
solar generated electricity to Israel, and Israel, 
in turn, will provide 200 million cubic meters of 
desalinated seawater to Jordan. This deal, which 
has met with popular and parliamentary opposi-
tion in Jordan, would ameliorate Jordan’s severe 
water shortage, defined by the U.S. Ambassador in 
Jordan as a “key interest of the U.S.” 9 It was report-
edly brokered by U.S. climate envoy John Kerry, 
who participated in the signing of the “declaration 
of principles” (which Jordanian officials have taken 
pains to stress is not yet a formal agreement).10

On the diplomatic level, the King seems to have 
received a fresh mandate from Biden to help de-es-
calate the region and reduce the influence of Iran 
and its allies, in an era of declining direct American 
engagement. The trilateral relationship between 
Jordan, Egypt, and Iraq, developing rapidly for the 
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past three years, dovetails neatly with new Ameri-
can priorities and strategies for the region. One of 
the geopolitical goals of this alignment is to restore 
the traditional axis of leadership in the Arab World, 
after it shifted in the past decade to traditionally 
more marginal players in Riyadh and Abu Dhabi. 
Jordan and Egypt also hope their ties with Iraq will 
help reduce its dependence on Iran; ʿAbdullah, 
during his visit to Washington, urged Biden to back 
al-Kadhimi’s efforts to steer Iraq away from Tehran.

The close ties between Amman and Cairo led the 
two to increase involvement in Lebanon, and pro-
vide needed energy resources to Lebanon’s disin-
tegrating economy and society. Jordan announced 
in August that it will supply Lebanon with electric-
ity through the Syrian grid. The petroleum and 
energy Ministers of Syria, Jordan, Egypt, and Leb-
anon, meeting in Amman in September, agreed 
on shipment of Egyptian gas to Lebanon through 
Jordan and Syria, using the refurbished Arab Gas 
Pipeline. Apart from increasing the two states’ 
own regional reach, and stabilizing Lebanon, these 
measures are also clearly aimed at reducing the 
influence of Hizballah and Iran (who were planning 
to provide fuel). The U.S. Administration sees the 
Egyptian-Jordanian effort in this wider context and 
is backing the two projects. It is reportedly willing 
to provide the two countries with a waiver from the 
Caesar Act of 2019, which sanctions those having 
economic ties with the Syrian regime.11

The American attitude regarding another major 
element of current Jordanian policy, the regional 
and international rehabilitation of the Asad 
regime, is less clear. American forbearance regard-
ing energy cooperation between Jordan and Syria 
may not extend to Syria’s reintegration into the 
Arab League and the wider regional and interna-
tional community, or to the issue of cross-border 
trade, an extremely important issue for Jordan, a 
sixth of whose trade passed to or through Syria 

before 2011. One observer refers to an American 
“orange, if not a green, light.”12

Jordan is also taking a lead in ensuring the Pales-
tinian issue is on the international and American 
agenda, and especially in buttressing the Palestin-
ian Authority under President Mahmoud Abbas 
(“Abu Mazen”). Jordanian Foreign Minister Ayman 
al-Safady has praised what he termed “tremendous 
positive change in the U.S. position vis-a-vis [the 
Palestinian] issue,” especially statements by Biden 
and Secretary of State Antony Blinken “reiterating 
commitment to a two-state solution, opposition to 
settlements, [and] urging respect for the historical 
status quo in Jerusalem and the holy sites.”13

Alongside these positive developments, questions 
abound regarding the Biden Administration’s atti-
tude towards the internal situation in Jordan. There 
is much internal criticism of the regime’s using 
steps to ostensibly handle the coronavirus crisis 
in order to stifle internal criticism and free expres-
sion, and expand the coercive national security 
state. Recently, there was fervent public and par-
liamentary debate regarding thirty constitutional 
amendments, drawn up by a royal commission, to 
“modernize” the political system. These proposed 
amendments promote party politics and parlia-
mentary democracy – including elected govern-
ments – in the future, but also further strengthen 
royal control of appointments and of the national 
security apparatus. Some Jordanians draw hope 
from Biden’s September speech to the U.N. sup-
porting demonstrators “in every region,” and 
regarding the need to support transparency, and 
fight corruption and inequality, and more gener-
ally from the progressive slant of the Democrats. 
They see Biden’s term as a significant opportunity 
to promote change in Jordan. 14However, it may be 
that after the abrupt American withdrawal from 
Afghanistan, the Biden Administration will look to 
prioritize the stability of Jordan, and other longtime 
U.S. allies, over its human rights and democratiz-
ing agenda.15
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The emergence of a new American administration, 
particularly from a different political party, typically 
entails foreign policy modifications and a reexam-
ination of the outgoing administration’s diplomatic 
commitments. The Biden Administration’s early 
foreign policy adjustments are even more pro-
nounced, as the new president set out to reaffirm 
America’s international position after his predeces-
sor’s retreat from active diplomatic engagement 
with many American allies. For the leading North 
African countries (Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia), 
the initial encounter with the Biden administra-
tion was heavily overshadowed by the impact of 
American policy decisions during the Trump era, 
as the future of those decisions remained unclear. 
As the year progressed, the Biden administration 
was forced to react to new regional developments 
and adopt policies that would address these new 
realities. All these developments were influenced 
by the nature of relations each country had with 
the United States, and by the broader regional con-
text. This paper offers an overview of bilateral rela-
tions between Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and the 
U.S., highlighting the main issues affecting them 
over the past year, and an assessment of possible 
future directions.

Morocco

Morocco remains the most prominent U.S. ally in 
the Maghreb, with a long history of bilateral rela-
tions (dating back to the American revolution) that 
in recent years have further intensified. Morocco 
was a strong supporter of the U.S.-led “War on Ter-
ror”, participated in the Trans-Sahara Counter Ter-
rorism Initiative, and signed a free trade agreement 
with the U.S. in 2006. The most significant recent 
development in Moroccan-U.S. relations occurred 
in the twilight of the Trump administration, when 

the U.S. announced its recognition of Moroccan 
sovereignty over the disputed Western Sahara 
region in December 2020. The American official 
policy towards the Western Sahara until then was 
to support the United Nations peacekeeping effort, 
and increasingly focused on granting autonomy 
to the region. This decision’s impact spilled over 
to Morocco’s initial engagement with the Biden 
administration.

It is hard to overstate this decision’s impact on 
Morocco, and how much it emboldened the king-
dom. For the first time since its forces took con-
trol over most of the region in 1975, a major world 
power openly declared that an independent 
Saharawi state (supported by neighboring Algeria 
and promoted by Saharawi residents) was not a 
realistic option for resolving the conflict, and that 
greater autonomy under Moroccan sovereignty is 
the only feasible solution. This American approach, 
favoring autonomy and effectively moving towards 
Morocco’s preferred solution, had been percolat-
ing beneath the surface since the Obama era, but 
no formal recognition had ever been given.1 The 
American announcement left room for a nego-
tiated solution but was clearly a departure from 
the existing international consensus concerning 
the Sahara. Coupled with the American recogni-
tion was a Moroccan agreement to renew diplo-
matic relations with Israel. The U.S. also advanced 
a large arms sale to Morocco and announced plans 
to establish a consulate in the Western Sahara, a 
further sign of its support for Morocco.2

Morocco was quick to offer its gratitude to out-
going President Trump, awarding him the “Order 
of Muhammad” in January.3 But the main ques-
tion that overshadowed Moroccan-American rela-
tions following Biden’s inauguration was whether 
the new administration would uphold the former 
administration’s decision. The entire issue was 
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evidently a vexing question for the Biden adminis-
tration, as no other involved parties in the Sahara 
(such as the European Union) followed suit in rec-
ognizing Moroccan sovereignty.4 The administra-
tion remained silent on the matter during its first 
months in office, with officials repeatedly stating 
that they were reviewing the policy. The admin-
istration faced considerable domestic pressure 
to rescind recognition: In February 2021 26 sen-
ators from both parties sent a letter to President 
Biden, asking him to reverse the decision.5 For-
mer U.S. Secretary of State James Baker, who had 
also served between 1997-2004 as the U.N. spe-
cial envoy for Western Sahara, was more vocal, 
criticizing the Sahara recognition as contrary to 
international law and diplomacy, an abandon-
ment of American commitment to the principle of 
self-determination, and detrimental to U.S. rela-
tions with Algeria.6 The linkage between the Sahara 
and renewing Morocco’s relations with Israel was 
another complicating factor in this diplomatic 
affair, as Morocco reportedly delayed implement-
ing its agreement with Israel until the American 
position on the Sahara was clarified.7

The Biden administration’s position was clarified 
in April, when a news report quoted U.S. Secre-
tary of State Anthony Blinken that the U.S. would 
not reverse Trump’s Western Sahara decision but 
would work with Morocco to appoint a new U.N. 
special envoy for the region and resume auton-
omy talks.8 Regardless of how future negotiations 
over the Sahara may evolve, Morocco was clearly 
relieved by the Biden administration’s decision 
not to reverse recognition. It removed any holds it 
had placed on advancing relations with Israel, and 
felt confident about its position with the Biden 
administration and overall relations with the U.S. 
In a November meeting with his Moroccan coun-
terpart, Secretary Blinken praised Morocco’s recent 
proposal on Western Sahara, offering fresh U.S. 
support to Morocco.9

It is unlikely that the U.S. will reverse its course on 
the region, but it may display greater reluctance 
to voice full-throated support for Morocco, con-
sidering opposition from its European allies. The 
Western Sahara issue will likely continue to over-
shadow ties, with the Biden administration already 
facing domestic pressure (when Congress blocked 

funding for expanding the U.S. consulate in Dakh-
la)10 and having to navigate foreign opposition to 
its recognition of Moroccan sovereignty.

Algeria

Algeria’s relations with the U.S. have historically 
been fraught and very different from the strong 
alliance between Washington and Morocco. Alge-
ria’s foreign policy embraced neutrality during the 
Cold War but effectively drifted closer to the Soviet 
bloc. The U.S. was also wary of Algeria in the 1990s, 
concerned about a possible Islamist take-over and 
domestic instability following the domestic strife 
between Islamists and the regime.11 Nevertheless, 
Washington recognized Algeria’s strategic impor-
tance and ability to rein in Islamist militant groups, 
and sought to establish a working relationship, 
particularly in the military sphere, with Algiers. 
The Algerian regime, for its part, was interested in 
bolstering its international legitimacy and obtain-
ing military aid, and has been open to expanded 
engagement with the U.S., while actively pursuing 
ties with alternative powers like Russia and China.

The American recognition of Morocco’s sover-
eignty over the Western Sahara dealt a serious 
blow to Algeria’s relations with the U.S. Algeria 
has long opposed Morocco’s claim to the territory 
and supports the Saharawi independence move-
ment. The entire Sahara question remains part of 
a more complex competition for regional hege-
mony between Algeria and Morocco, with Alge-
ria opting to sever its diplomatic relations with 
Morocco last summer. Algeria’s ruling regime in 
recent years has faced increasing domestic unrest, 
which has heightened the government’s sensitivity 
to its international standing.

Aware of Algeria’s anger over the American recog-
nition of Moroccan sovereignty, the Trump admin-
istration took some damage-control steps during 
its last days in office. Then-Assistant Secretary of 
State David Schenker visited Algiers in early Janu-
ary to bolster relations. He discussed a range of 
issues with his Algerian interlocutors, which were 
described by foreign minister Boukadoum as a 
“chance to hold a complex and frank assessment 
of bilateral ties”.12 There was no indication that the 
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visit mollified Algeria’s anger or had a significant 
impact on its ties with Washington.

Little diplomatic activity was recorded during the 
Biden administration’s first months in office, when 
Algiers was clearly waiting to see the new admin-
istration’s decision regarding the Sahara. As it 
became clear that Washington was not reversing 
its decision, Algeria’s frustration over the Sahara 
became more pronounced, with the above-men-
tioned diplomatic relations break with Morocco. 
The Biden administration did devote attention to 
Algeria’s strategic location, and dispatched the U.S. 
military commander for Africa, General Stephen 
Townsend, to meet Algerian president Tebboune in 
September. Townsend praised U.S. ties with Algeria 
and expressed hope that a strong bilateral rela-
tionship will continue to develop.13 Beyond these 
statements of goodwill, however, there was little 
sign that Algeria was interested in a meaningful 
engagement with the new administration, or that 
the U.S. would abandon its support for Morocco 
and improve relations with Algeria. Future ties 
remain largely dependent on developments con-
cerning the Western Sahara.

Tunisia

Tunisia’s relations with the U.S. are largely detached 
from the issues affecting Washington’s relations 
with Morocco and Algeria. Tunisia is not actively 
involved in the Western Sahara, and as a smaller 
North African country, plays a more modest role 
in regional affairs. Tunisia has traditionally main-
tained friendly ties with the U.S. (it is defined as a 
Major Non-NATO Ally), which appreciated Tunisia’s 
moderate, pro-western positions. Since the revolu-
tion in 2011, which overthrew Zayn al-‘Abidin Ben 

‘Ali’s authoritarian regime and ushered in a demo-
cratic political order, the U.S. has sought to support 
Tunisia’s transition and has refrained from applying 
any pressure on the government. Over the years, 
some Tunisian commentators argued that Wash-
ington could and should do more to help Tunisia, 
but overall relations remained cordial.

Tunisia’s relations with the U.S. entered a new 
phase over the summer, following the country’s 
president Kais Saied’s decision to suspend parlia-
ment and assume greater control of the political 
system. This measure followed a long period of 
political turmoil between political parties, along 
with rising economic difficulties, and the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Saied’s supporters wel-
comed the changes, while his opponents accused 
him of an unconstitutional coup intended to derail 
the democratic process. For the Biden administra-
tion, and Tunisia’s other Western allies, the unfold-
ing Tunisian political crisis was perplexing. Wash-
ington initial reaction was muted, with a vague 
statement “siding with Tunisia’s democracy” that 
reflected a “wait and see” approach. Secretary 
Blinken later spoke with Saied and urged him “to 
adhere to the principles of democracy and human 
rights” and noted in an interview that he was con-
cerned that Saied’s measures ran “counter to the 
constitution”. But Blinken and other administration 
officials refrained from openly criticizing Saied or 
threatening sanctions against him.14 In the months 
that followed U.S. officials called for a “political dia-
logue” in Tunisia that would address the political 
crisis, but remained reluctant to pressure a country 
whose stability remains vital to American interests 
in the region, and a model for democratic reforms. 
Tunisia’s uncertain political future is likely to affect 
the Biden administration’s approach to the country 
over the coming months.
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The beginning of the Biden Administration raised 
hopes among the Kurds of Greater Kurdistan, 
spanning regions of Turkey, Iran, Iraq and Syria. 
This hope fed on deep frustration with the Trump 
Administration and more importantly, on Biden’s 
positive stance on the Kurds prior to his coming 
to power. Yet, the Kurdish issue in each region has 
a different domestic context and different history 
of relations with the U.S., hence the need to differ-
entiate between them and highlight the nuances 
characterizing them.

The Kurds of Iran have been outside the scope of 
America’s strategic interests and its policy toward 
Iran. The U.S. never seriously engaged with them 
and if anything, the Kurds fear that the Biden 
administration will come to terms with Iran at their 
expense.1 As for the Kurds of Turkey, historically 
speaking, all U.S. administrations have viewed 
them through the prism of their prioritized stra-
tegic relations with the Turkish state, hence the 
American aloofness from the Kurdish problem 
in that country and the designation of the Turk-
ish Kurdish PKK as a terrorist organization. Still, 
what kindled some hope among the Kurdish Turk-
ish political elite was the Biden Administration’s 
emphasis on democracy and human rights in gen-
eral, as well as its ongoing friction with Ankara. 
The administration’s declaratory stance on human 
rights issues in Turkey has even caused it to come 
to be branded in Turkish circles an enemy of Tur-
key.2 So far, however, Kurdish hopes that President 
Biden will pressure Ankara  to improve its stance 
regarding the Kurds have been frustrated.

The Kurds of Syria have had a short and ambiguous 
history of relations with the U.S. It started in 2014 
with American support to Kurdish fighters, the YPG 
and YPJ, in defeating ISIS in Kobane. This support, 
which has continued with ups and down until this 
writing, bore fruit, as Kurdish forces and their Arab 
allies managed to defeat ISIS and take control of 
large swaths of Northeast Syria, reportedly cost-

ing the lives of of more than 11,000 Kurdish men 
and women.3 However, with the defeat of ISIS in 
2017, the Trump administration suddenly changed 
course, twice giving Turkey a “green light” to attack 
Kurdish controlled areas.4 The American “zig-zag” 
and the withdrawal of a large part of the 2,500 
troops from the Autonomous Administration of 
North and East Syria (AANES) increased the Kurds’ 
sense of abandonment and betrayal. Nor did the 
U.S. back the Kurdish bid for participating in the 
talks on the future of Syria. What exacerbates the 
Syrian Kurds’ precarious situation is the ongoing 
attacks by Turkey, which regards the autonomous 
region as an existential threat and thus seeks to 
destroy it.5 On this point there is convergence of 
interests between Turkey, the Syrian regime and 
ISIS, which encircle the autonomous region and 
pose severe challenge to its very existence. Cul-
minating this all are Kurdish fears that their main 
backer, the U.S., will under Biden withdraw the 
remaining American forces from Syria, which will 
unleash a fatal blow to the nascent autonomy.6

To balance this picture, it is important to note that 
at the time of this writing, 900 American troops 
are still deployed in the autonomous region; that 
the Syrian Kurds have their own representative in 
Washington, which their brethren in Turkey and 
Iran do not; and that they are considered by the 
U.S. as an ally and partner. Also, for what it is worth, 
following the Afghan debacle Biden pledged to 
continue American support to the Kurds of Syria.7 
Notwithstanding this declaration, the Kurds remain 
in the fog, since there is nothing concrete to reas-
sure them militarily, politically, and economically.

Of the four parts of Kurdistan, the relationship 
between the Kurds of Iraq and the U.S. is the most 
enduring and robust. The U.S. played a crucial 
role in the very establishment of the autonomous 
region in 1991 and in its survival and flourishing 
ever since. For its part, the Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) has proved a strong and reli-
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able ally on two important occasions: during the 
2003 war in Iraq, and in that of 2014-2016 against 
ISIS. Accordingly, the Kurds expected that the U.S. 
would support them in their ordeal during the 
Baghdad and Shi ì militias’ onslaught against the 
region, and the severe blockade by the surrounding 
countries, after the September 2017 referendum 
for Kurdish independence. However, the Trump 
administration turned a blind eye to these actions, 
which cost the autonomous region economically, 
strategically and politically. Then-president of the 
region Masoud Barzani expressed deep Kurdish 
frustration, saying that “the Americans failed to 
understand the main issues within Iraq and Kurds 
paid heavily for every mistake Washington made 
in their calculations about the nature of power in 
Iraq.” In his opinion, this was evident when the U.S. 
opposed the Kurdish referendum in 2017, which 
proved it was “ready to jeopardize the future of a 
nation over the interest of one person, [Iraqi Prime 
Minister Haider] al-Abadi.” 8

Little wonder then, that the Iraqi Kurds and their 
leadership welcomed with high expectations the 
new Biden administration, considering him as the 
most pro-Kurdish American politician ever. In the 
past he displayed concern for their plight and as 
vice president, he visited Iraq 24 times and devel-
oped friendly ties with the Kurdish leadership. He 
also supported a federal structure for Iraq and, fol-
lowing the Kurdish referendum for independence 
in 2017, stated that the United States “could have 
done more for the Kurds.” 9

Yet one year on, the KRG is faced with serious chal-
lenges due to the new administration’s strategic 
shifts and priorities: Biden’s July 2021 declaration 
of his intent to withdraw American forces from 
Iraq by the end of 2021; the American withdrawal 
from Afghanistan in August 2021; the general dis-
position towards disengagement from the Middle 
East; and the attempts to reach a deal with Iran on 
its nuclear program. Such a deal might change the 

balance of power in the region; strengthen Bagh-
dad’s hands at the expense of Erbil; and weaken 
the importance of the Kurdish region as a buffer to 
expansionist Iran. These shifts sent shock waves in 
the Kurdish region which might leave it under the 
mercy of Baghdad and the neighboring countries.

Thus, the Kurds are caught in a vice of contradic-
tory American policies and interests. On the one 
hand America, including the Biden administration, 
has been motivated by such constants as the unity 
of the state, stability of the Middle East, and the 
need to come to terms with the central govern-
ment, even at the expense of the Kurds. On the 
other hand, it has developed certain dependence 
on the Kurds. America needs the KRG as “boots on 
the ground” against the ongoing terrorist activities 
of ISIS and the anti-American Shi’i militias; as a buf-
fer against Iranian expansionism in Iraq; and as 
secure and welcoming base for Americans in Iraq. 
In Syria, America needs the Kurdish forces for con-
taining ISIS and other anti-American forces, as well 
as a card against Syria, Russia and Iran. But on the 
other hand, it still considers Turkey as a strategic 
partner, hence the Kurdish fear that it will abandon 
them, as the previous administration had done.

Since the Kurds do not have a better alternative 
than the U.S., they seek to placate it. Thus, the 
KRG’s leadership has toned down calls for indepen-
dence, while the enclave in Syria is playing down 
linkages with Turkish Kurdish PKK. Both of them 
also highlight their pro-Western tendencies, their 
democratic policies and most importantly, their 
crucial strategic role in fighting ISIS and pro-Ira-
nian proxies, thus contributing to the stability of 
the state. So, ironically enough, the best guaran-
tee for America’s continued backing of the Kurds is 
the ongoing existence of ISIS and Iranian proxies. 
It remains to be seen, however whether this need 
will change the administration’s strategic approach 
toward the Kurds from mere proxies to long stand-
ing engagement with their cause.
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The Biden Administration and the 
October 2021 Sudan Military Coup
Eline Rosenhart – The Moshe Dayan Center (MDC), Tel Aviv University

Sudan can be viewed as an arena of great power 
rivalry, where the U.S. and its European allies are 
struggling with Russia and China for influence. For 
the Biden administration, recent developments in 
Sudan are directly linked to this struggle, and its 
response to the 25 October 2021 military coup in 
Sudan reflects this.

Two and a half years after a people’s revolution 
brought a transitional government to power, the 
Sudanese army took control of the state apparatus 
and arrested civilian members of the transitional 
government, including Prime Minister Abdalla 
Hamdok. Protests and clashes escalated around 
the country. At the insistence of Russia and China, 
the U.N. Security Council press statement did not 
expressly condemn the military coup. The U.S. sus-
pended 700 million USD in assistance to the Suda-
nese transitional government and, like its European 
allies, reiterated its support for Sudan’s transition 
towards democracy and the right of its people to 
protest peacefully.

On November 20, 2021, Hamdok made an agree-
ment with Chairman of the Transitional Sovereignty 
Council General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, which saw 
his re-instatement as Prime Minister. While West-
ern states expressed careful optimism, pro-democ-
racy Sudanese citizens were not appeased by what 
they saw as a “treason agreement” and a victory for 
the military.1 On January 2, 2021, Hamdok resigned 
from his post, leaving the army in full control. Pro-
tests continued and organizers stated that there is 
“no negotiation, no bargaining, and no partnership 
with the army.”2 The weakening of the civilian com-
ponent of the Sudanese government comes at the 
expense of the U.S. and its allies, while Russia and 
China stand the most to gain from it.

U.S.-Sudan Relations and 
the Lifting of Sanctions

Relations between Sudan and the United States 
had been on a positive trajectory until the October 
2021 military coup. In 2018 the Obama Adminis-
tration lifted economic sanctions which had been 
in place since the 1990s due to Sudan’s support 
for international terrorism and the regime’s role 
in the Darfur genocide. After the people’s revolu-
tion of 2019, the Trump Administration supported 
the transitional government that emerged, lifted 
Sudan’s designation as a state sponsor of terror-
ism in 2020, and facilitated a peace treaty between 
Sudan and Israel in 2021. There were high level 
administration visits to Sudan and several Suda-
nese Sovereign Council members were hosted 
in Washington.3 While the U.S. has been the larg-
est foreign aid provider to Sudan for years, the 
Israel-Sudan normalization agreement came with 
the promise of an additional 81 million dollars in 
humanitarian assistance.4 Also, Sudan received a 
one billion dollar bridge loan to cover most of its 
debt to the World Bank.5

The U.S., Russia, China and 
the Sudanese Military

Since the formation of the transitional government, 
it seemed that General al-Burhan was interested 
in rapprochement with the West, while keeping 
his options open. Russia has been trying for more 
than a year to secure a lease for a naval base on 
the Red Sea, near Port Sudan; this would be Rus-
sia’s first military base in Africa since the fall of the 
Soviet Union.6 Even though the Sudanese military 
depends on Russian weapons and military hard-
ware, al-Burhan put the Russian request on hold. 
China for its part also exports arms to the Suda-
nese military, and has important mining, trans-
portation and energy contracts in the country.7 At 
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the same time al-Burhan improved relations with 
Western states to open the Sudanese economy to 
Western investment.

From the American perspective, the 25 October 
2021 military coup was more than a set-back; it was 
an insult. Jeffrey Feltman, the U.S. Special Envoy for 
the Horn of Africa, met with al-Burhan and Hamdok 
just hours before the coup. Feltman left the meet-
ing having been reassured that Sudan’s transitional 
government was moving towards democracy, only 
to find out when his flight landed that the oppo-
site was true.8

The coup and the renewal of negotiations with 
Russia suggest that al-Burhan is attempting to play 
one great power off against the other. In doing so, 
al-Burhan signaled the U.S. not to exert too much 
pressure on the Sudanese military. On the other 
hand, he did re-instate Hamdok, in what appeared 
to be a concession to the U.S. and its Western 
allies. Al-Burhan can now conceivably use Sudan’s 
renewed relations with the U.S. as a bargaining 
chip with which to negotiate a better deal with 
Russia. Such a deal might include monetary aid 
for Sudan’s faltering economy and the option to 
end the port deal with Russia before the proposed 
25-year lease is over.

Sudanese Opinions on the U.S. 
and its Role in the Recent Crisis

Sudanese perceptions of the political crisis also 
direct a spotlight on the role of great powers in 
Sudan. Those who are pro-democracy, yet skeptical 
of the success of the recent protests, view Biden 
as less active in the political field than Trump. They 
believe that Biden has limited influence with the 
Sudanese military.9 Within this group, there is a 
concern that the Biden Administration is not doing 
enough to counter Russian influence on Sudan. 
They argue that the Sudanese army is dependent 
on Russia and that if Biden will not give an incen-
tive to Sudan by engaging more with the Sudanese 

security sector, the U.S. will lose its leverage over 
the military-dominated government.10

Others, mainly those actively protesting the mili-
tary coup, see Biden as less manipulative than his 
predecessor.11 They argue that the U.S. does have 
significant leverage over Sudan and that the sus-
pension of the 700 million was intended to push 
the military to strike a deal with the civilian lead-
ers. Moreover, they point out subtle differences in 
the way in which the 20 November agreement was 
received by the different members of the Trans-
atlantic alliance. European states embraced the 
agreement, whereas the U.S. welcomed the agree-
ment with noticeable restraint. Sudanese observ-
ers of this persuasion have also been encouraged 
by the behavior of the American Embassy person-
nel towards the protesters. The current U.S. chargé 
d’affaires visited the families of protesters who 
were killed while exercising their rights to protest 
peacefully.12

Many of those that are not participating in the pro-
tests are preoccupied with supplying their basic 
needs in the impoverished country. Humanitarian 
organizations estimate that in 2022, nearly a third 
of Sudan’s population will be in need of humanitar-
ian assistance, which is the highest percentage in 
ten years.13 This vulnerable segment of the popula-
tion looks back at the Omar al-Bashir era with long-
ing and favors a return to military rule in exchange 
for stability and an improvement in the economy.

With the economy ever worsening, protests con-
tinuing, and the military using more aggressive 
means to disperse protesters,14 Sudan appears to 
be teetering on the brink. The U.S. and its allies are 
striving to keep Russia and China from exploiting 
Sudan’s tilt back to authoritarianism. The question 
remains which course Sudan will take: Will the mil-
itary succeed in forming a stable government with 
a semblance of democracy? Will the protesters 
usher in more democracy? Or is the country sliding 
towards anarchy?
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The Biden administration, now a year in office, has 
managed a quiet but profound reset in Israeli pol-
icymakers’ expectations and perceptions of the 
United States. No dramatic policy pivot announced 
the change, yet it is keenly felt. It guides Israel’s 
response to the new Iran talks, among other sen-
sitive policy arenas.

Some of the change can be explained by the 
strange, groundbreaking new government in Israel, 
and a Democratic administration’s satisfaction with 
Benjamin Netanyahu’s ouster from power after 
twelve long years. The new coalition is fragile, built 
of no fewer than eight political factions straddling 
nearly every political, ethnic and religious divide 
in Israeli society. The Biden administration seems 
keen not to push it over the edge into new elections 
that could bring Netanyahu back to power.

But that dynamic cannot fully explain the new atti-
tude in Washington, if only because it was already 
discernible before the June 2021 swearing in of 
the new Israeli government, when Netanyahu still 
occupied the prime minister’s chair. In the May 
fighting in Gaza, the Biden White House was careful 
not to publicly assail the Netanyahu government 
even as it quietly sought to end the fighting. Nei-
ther cheerleader nor antagonist, America under 
Biden has seemed to seek, above all, a shrinking 
of its relationship with Israel to a lesser role in its 
broader policymaking.

For many in Israeli policymaking circles, it’s a wel-
come change.

The Trump years delivered gains long desired by 
Israeli governments, from the Golan to Jerusalem 
to intensive U.S. support for burgeoning Israe-
li-Arab ties. Why would its replacement with the 
cooler Biden administration be perceived by Israeli 
policymakers as a good thing?

Low Expectations

When Joe Biden stepped into the Oval Office as 
president in January 2020, Israeli leaders in Jerusa-
lem were openly worried about the new adminis-
tration. Parts of the Israeli right lamented the “lost 
opportunity” of a second Trump term, especially 
the loss of any near-term hopes for a West Bank 
annexation.

On the Israeli left, while there was some satisfac-
tion with Trump’s fall, that didn’t translate into opti-
mism over Biden. Many still recall the heady days 
of Barack Obama’s startling rise to power and his 
commitment of vast political capital to Israeli-Pal-
estinian peacemaking — and the swift and igno-
minious failure of those efforts. Why would Biden 
do any better?

Yet there was a deeper source of pessimism that 
crossed political lines. One heard it whenever offi-
cials gathered or pundits opined on American pol-
icy on the television news broadcasts: A quiet but 
growing loss of faith in American stewardship of 
global affairs.

To a small state in the Middle East, the last quar-
ter-century of U.S. foreign policy feels like a roll-
er-coaster ride. Each change in administration 
brought a sharp foreign-policy pivot seemingly 
driven more by America’s internal divides and 
hyper-partisanship than by considered reexam-
inations of American foreign policy interests.

Where the Bush administration invaded Iraq, 
aspired to democratize the Arab world and boasted 
about a “no daylight” policy with Israel, Barack 
Obama took office in January 2009 pointedly com-
mitted to resetting the U.S. relationship with the 
Muslim world and putting massive pressure on 
Israel to enter a Washington-backed peace initia-
tive. Obama staffers explicitly couched their new 
posture as an antithesis to the previous administra-
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tion. Obama himself announced this new direction 
at his grand 2009 speech in Cairo, whose very title 
— “A New Beginning” — conveyed the break with 
the old. Trump, too, declared himself the antithe-
sis to his predecessor and seemed to construct his 
foreign policy on that basis. He withdrew from the 
Paris climate agreement and Iran nuclear deal and 
imposed travel restrictions from several Muslim 
nations. On the Israeli-Palestinian issue, he took 
unprecedented steps to align U.S. policy with that 
of the Netanyahu government, moved the U.S. 
embassy to Israel, recognized Israeli claims to the 
Golan Heights and flipped the pressure to the Pal-
estinian side, drastically cutting U.S. aid to the Pal-
estinian Authority.

To Israelis, Palestinians and many others affected 
by U.S. foreign policy, America was fast becoming 
an unpredictable ally, its foreign policy cannibal-
ized by its domestic culture wars. What good are 
promises of support against Iran by one president 
if the next doesn’t see themselves as bound by 
their predecessor’s commitments?

Netanyahu seemed for years to be abandoning 
the traditional Israeli bipartisan diplomatic strat-
egy in Washington in favor of a political bear-hug 
with Republicans, and many Israeli policymakers 
nervously braced for the blowback. Would the 
Republicans, including sometimes unpredictable 
populists like Trump, stand by Israel’s side? Would 
Democrats cast Israel aside if it became too closely 
identified with their political enemies?

Back to Basics

In some ways, the Biden administration continued 
the tradition of repudiating his predecessor. His 
administration quickly rejoined the Paris climate 
accords, restored Trump-suspended protections 
for wild lands, and so on.

But in geopolitical matters, Biden, a grizzled vet-
eran of four decades of foreign-policy debates, 
seemed to have a different goal in mind. Instead of 
simply disavowing a despised predecessor, as his 
own recent predecessors had done, he seems to 
want to shake America’s foreign policy free from 

the culture war, to stabilize it, and as one Israeli offi-
cial put to this writer recently, re-professionalize it.

He doubled down on the few policies consistently 
upheld by both Obama and Trump. Both sought 
to draw down U.S. forces in the Middle East and 
the Muslim world; Biden continued in that vein, 
ordering the long-sought but politically painful 
withdrawal from Afghanistan.

On the Israeli-Palestinian front, Biden prioritized 
stability. He moved quickly to end Trump’s punish-
ment of the Palestinians and restore aid. But he 
also signaled to the Israelis that none of Trump’s 
many gifts would be disavowed simply because 
they had come from Trump. The administration 
affirmed its support for the Abraham Accords, 
acknowledged Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and 
promised to leave the embassy there, and, through 
Secretary of State Antony Blinken, accepted Israel’s 
presence on the Golan Heights “as a practical mat-
ter” driven by genuine security needs.1

The Golan comment, made by Blinken in February, 
was especially significant, because it wasn’t forced 
on Biden by outside political or legal pressures. 
One could argue the embassy recognition was a 
concession to political and legal realities in Wash-
ington (it would have needed an act of Congress 
to return the U.S. embassy to Tel Aviv). The Golan 
acquiescence was not.

To be sure, there arose during Biden’s first year 
in office the usual run of disagreements over set-
tlement construction and the American desire 
to open a formal consulate to the Palestinians in 
Jerusalem, but here, too, the overriding priority for 
Washington seemed to be to maintain quiet. The 
U.S. chastised Israel over settlement building, gar-
nering some small concessions from the Bennett 
government. It applied some pressure on Israel 
to agree to a consulate to the Palestinians, but 
seemed to indefinitely shelve the idea after Israel’s 
foreign minister Yair Lapid, in an apparent conces-
sion to the political realities of the new coalition, 
expressed opposition.

On Iran, the Biden administration has managed to 
avoid head-on collision with Israel even as Israeli 
defense officials made a show of launching prepa-
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rations for military operations against Tehran. 
Instead of repudiating Israel’s hawkish posture, 
as Obama officials once did, the Biden White House 
drew Israel closer, holding high-level visits in Jeru-
salem and Washington and making a show of close 
coordination. Eschewing both Trump’s nigh-cate-
gorical embrace of Israel and Obama’s public exco-
riation, Biden seemed content to calmly let Israel 
play the bad cop in the larger drama.

That stability-conscious middle path is fast becom-
ing Biden’s foreign-policy identity: He canceled the 
Trump administration’s snapback sanctions in Sep-
tember – which were in any case ignored by much 
of the rest of the world – but has imposed other 
sanctions against organizations and individuals 
related to the IRGC and Iranian oil exports over the 
course of the year.

It’s too early to forecast how Israel will react to a 
potential new U.S.-Iran deal and attendant rap-
prochement, but the sense in Jerusalem that the 
U.S. and Israel are no longer either in lockstep or 
at loggerheads may have contributed to the sud-
den outpouring in recent months of former Israeli 
officials publicly criticizing Netanyahu’s aggressive 
posture toward the Obama administration and the 
2015 nuclear agreement.

A Fickle Embrace

Some Israeli officials still worry that a Republican 
win in the midterms could seal off the possibility of 
a major domestic policy win for the administration 
and shift Biden’s attention overseas once again in 
search of a legacy achievement. But in the mean-
time, Israeli officials are quietly grateful for Biden’s 
steady hand.

On December 10, as 2021 drew to a close, Donald 
Trump helped to clarify the point in his sudden, 
blistering repudiation of Netanyahu. In interviews 
with an Israeli journalist, Trump cursed Netanyahu 
for, as he put it, disloyally acknowledging Biden’s 
election win back in February. He went on to 
declare that a Netanyahu-led Israel “did not want 
to make peace” and “never did.” It was a startling 
volte-face that showcased a more basic danger 
for Israel in the American culture war’s takeover 
of its foreign policy: a partisan embrace driven by 
domestic politics turns sour quickly when one runs 
afoul of fickle politics.

A year into the Biden era, a strange calm has 
descended over the Israeli policymaking elite. In 
his bid to extricate U.S. foreign policy from the rav-
ages of domestic politicking, Biden’s cautious and 
less partisan approach has protected Israelis and 
Palestinians alike from the frenetic twists and turns 
of America’s increasingly dysfunctional politics.

1 Jacob Magid, “Blinken supports Israel holding Golan, but 
backs off recognizing sovereignty”, Times of Israel, Febru-
ary 9, 2021.
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