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techniques. In addition to assessing the prominent issues, the article also forecasts new adjustments in
U.S. foreign policy towards the Middle East in the upcoming term of President Donald Trump.
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MOT SO VAN DPE NOI BAT TRONG CHINH SACH
POI NGOAI CUAMY TAI KHU VUC TRUNG PONG
DUGI THOI TONG THONG JOE BIDEN (2021-2024)

Hoang Thi Mai Phuong

Phong Khoa hoc cong nghé va Hop tac phat trién, Trirong Pai hoc Ngogi ngiz, Pai hoc Quéc gia Ha Ni,
S6 2 Pham Van Pong, Cau Gidy, Ha Ngi, Viét Nam

Nhan bai ngay 16 thang 01 nam 2025
Chinh sira ngay 21 thang 4 nam 2025; Chép nhan ding ngay 13 thdng 5 nam 2025

Tom tat: Chinh sach ddi ngoai ciia My di trai qua nhiéu diéu chinh trong dudi thoi Tong thong
Joe Biden (2021-2024), dic biét la trong béi canh day bién dong cua khu vuc Trung Pong. Bai viét nay’
phan tich nhiing van d& noi bat trong chinh sach ddi ngoai cia My ddi véi khu vyc Trung Dong dudi
thoi Tong thong Joe Biden (tir nam 2021 cho dén 2024). Trong boi canh thé gisi va khu vuc dang doi
mat véi nhitng thach thire da dang tir an ninh dén nhan quyén, chinh sach cua My da chuyén doi tir
nhitng chién lwgc quan sy truyén thdng sang nhitng hinh thirc méi nhu déi thoai da phuong, ting cuong
mang ludi an ninh, kiém ché anh huong cia Trung Qudc va Nga, nd luc hop tac giai quyét van dé tai
khu vyc. Bai viét str dung cac phuong phap nghién cttu quan hé qudc té, cling nhu cac phuong phap
tong hop phan tich va danh gia, phuong phap cau trac hé thong va phuong phap du béo. Bén canh viéc
danh gia nhitng van dé noi bat, bai viét ciing du bao nhimng diéu chinh méi trong chinh sach ddi ngoai
ciia My tai Trung Pong trong nhiém ky sip téi cua Tong théng Donald Trump.

Tir khoa: chinh sach ddi ngoai cua My, Trung Dong, Joe Biden, Donald Trump

1. Introduction

The U.S. presidential election on November 3, 2020 marked the victory of the
Democratic candidate, Joe Biden, opening a term that would last until 2024. This is an
opportunity for the U.S. to not only heal internal rifts but also review the foreign policies that
have been implemented. An effective foreign policy requires a balance between domestic and
international demands. U.S. policy towards the Middle East “has maintained remarkable
consistency across administrations, with the exception of Donald Trump, since the region's
energy resources began to be exploited and especially since the U.S. assumed a global
leadership role” (Mezran & Varvelli, 2019, p. 15). The U.S. has always sought to use arms sales
to enhance the capabilities of its partners to advance key regional security interests, including
counterterrorism, ensuring uninterrupted oil flows, protecting Israel’s security, and containing
Iran (Congressional Research Service, 2020, p. 4). Some argue that the core tenet of
Washington’s Middle East policy has now shifted to a focus on containing Iran, despite the
destabilizing effects of this policy on the region (Parsi, 2021, p. 3).

From the beginning of his term, Joe Biden was expected to pursue a foreign policy based
on a long-term national interest model, demonstrating continuity across Republican and
Democratic administrations since World War 11 to 2016 (AlHakim, 2021; Hoang, 2024). Biden
chose to adjust his foreign policy with the desire to return to institutional diplomacy, pursue a
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cooperative approach to solving global problems, and strengthen cooperation with close allies
in many important areas. This study will seek answers to two main questions: (1) What are the
highlights of Joe Biden's foreign policy towards the Middle East in the 2021-2024 period? (2)
How has this impacted the region?

2. Efforts to Maintain the U.S. Role and Strengthen the Security Network in the Middle
East Region

The Biden administration continues to prioritize a strategic reorientation to the Indo-
Pacific region to counter China, which is identified as the “top challenge” in the U.S. National
Defense Strategy 2022 (The White House, 2022).

Reducing the military presence in the Middle East is a part of this strategy, however,
the U.S. still strives to maintain important factors to ensure regional stability. Although the
number of U.S. military personnel in the region decreased to about 45,400 by 2023 but the U.S.
still maintains major bases in Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain, and deploys advanced missile
defense systems to protect its allies from threats from Iran and non-state actors such as
Hezbollah and the Houthis (Byman & Moller, 2023). For the US, the reduction of its military
does not mean the U.S. is giving up its influence. Instead, the US has shifted its focus to
providing military assistance, defense technology, and advanced defense systems to allies such
as Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the Gulf states. This strategy not only helps the U.S. maintain its
leadership role but also frees up resources to deal with challenges from China and Russia.

Strengthening the regional security network was one of the important pillars of U.S.
foreign policy in the Middle East under President Joe Biden. The Biden administration has been
working to build a multinational security network, with the goal of maintaining regional
stability and reducing the U.S. military burden. This is especially important in the context of
the U.S. strategic reorientation to the Indo-Pacific region and dealing with China. In fact, until
now, Iran continues to be one of the biggest threats to Middle East security and U.S. strategic
interests (The White House, 2022). Iran has not only accelerated its nuclear program but also
expanded its influence through support for militant groups such as Hezbollah in Lebanon, the
Houthis in Yemen, and militias in Irag and Syria. These groups created instability and
undermined the role of U.S. allies in the region, raising the risk of a full-blown conflict. In
response, the Biden administration has focused on containing Iran through a combination of
diplomatic and military deterrence. Efforts to revive the Iran Nuclear Deal (JCPOA) were a key
part of this strategy, although it has encountered many obstacles both within the U.S. and
pressure from partners such as Israel. In addition, U.S. policy during this period also focused
on multilateral dialogue and cooperation, attempting to restore alliances that had been damaged
during Donald Trump’s term. These efforts were made to rebuild alliances and strengthen
partnerships with regional and international actors, including traditional allies such as Saudi
Arabia and partners such as Qatar (Samantha, 2023). This policy included re-engaging with
international institutions and promoting multilateral cooperation on issues such as security,
economics, and human rights.

In addition, the U.S. also recognized the importance of fostering a strong regional
alliance network to ease its security burden. The Biden administration has worked to build
cooperative relationships between Israel and Arab countries, notably promoting the
normalization of relations between Israel and Saudi Arabia (AlAlkim, 2022). The U.S. hoped
that this would be not only a strategic move but also open up the opportunity to build a collective
security structure where allied countries could protect themselves from common threats such
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as Iran. However, this process was not easy as the Israeli-Palestinian tension remained a major
obstacle. The Biden administration has focused on persuading Saudi Arabia - a leading country
in the Muslim world - to normalize relations with Israel. To achieve this goal, the U.S. has made
two important commitments: (1) Mutual Defense Treaty, ensuring Saudi Arabia's safety against
threats from Iran, and (2) Nuclear cooperation, including support for the construction of a
nuclear fuel cycle in Saudi Arabia. However, the Israel-Hamas conflict in the Gaza Strip erupted
when Hamas attacked Israel in October 2023, and lIsrael’s controversial policies, such as
expanding settlements in the West Bank, created great pressure from Arab public opinion,
causing Saudi Arabia to pause plans to normalize relations with Israel. Not only that, Israel’s
lack of commitment to the two-state solution has also made its Arab partners cautious. So far,
although no final agreement has been reached, the process has strengthened U.S. leadership in
the Middle East and reduced direct military pressure. However, the Biden administration needs
to adjust its strategy to balance security interests and regional public pressure. In the face of
increasingly fierce great power competition, the Middle East remains an important part of U.S.
foreign policy. The Biden administration, despite many challenges, remains steadfast in its
balancing act of reducing its military presence, maintaining influence, and responding to
changing threats in the region. The future of this policy will depend on the U.S. ability to
flexibly adjust its strategy, as well as its ability to coordinate with partners to build a more stable
and sustainable Middle East.

3. Dealing with the Influence of China and Russia

The strategic vacuum left by the U.S. has created opportunities for China and Russia to
expand their presence in the Middle East through economic and military cooperation.

Over the years, China has made significant strides in its development, expanding its
strategic space and establishing itself as a regional and international power. From 2021 to 2023,
China strengthened its economic ties with the region, with trade volume increasing tenfold over
the past two decades (Hoang, 2024). China has been increasing its influence over the Gulf
countries through technology and energy projects, with contracts with Huawei and energy
infrastructure projects in Saudi Arabia and the UAE being prominent examples. This country
has been investing heavily in the region, with a total investment of at least $123 billion,
especially in Arab countries and the Middle East. China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a
major driver of its growing influence in the region. In 2021, the Middle East and Africa received
38% of China’s total BRI investment, up from 8% in 2020. Its investment in the region grown
rapidly, with a 360% increase between 2020 and 2021 and a 116% increase in construction
activity (Nedopil, 2022). So far, China has been making efforts to take advantage of positive
relationships with the Gulf countries, Israel and Iran. Each of these relationships has brought
great value to Chinese investment projects, while opening up opportunities for cooperation and
common development in many different areas. Notably, in March 2023, China was the
mediator, successfully promoting the normalization of relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran.
This is also a testament to China's growing influence and prestige in the region.

As for Russia, by 2019, Russia had gradually become an important and influential
negotiator in resolving disagreements and conflicts in the Middle East. The official visit on
October 14, 2019 of Russian President V. Putin to Saudi Arabia and the UAE marked a new
and stronger step in the development of cooperation between Russia and these countries. In
addition, Russia has also strengthened multilateral relations and cooperation with many other
countries such as Turkiye, Iran, Irag, and Egypt, to promote peace, stability, and common
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development in the region. In 2021, Russia also facilitated Syria's entry into the Arab League
and reintegration into the regional community.

The growing influence of China and Russia in the Middle East not only threatens
economic interests but also erodes the long-term strategic role of the United States in the region.
The steps of China and Russia have impacted three main aspects of U.S. interests: (1) The
decline of its monopoly position in technology and energy: China’s expansion of technology
and infrastructure projects - through its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) - has prompted Gulf
states to begin diversifying their strategic partnerships away from the United States,
undermining America’s traditional role as a major energy partner, especially as the United
States seeks to reduce its dependence on Middle Eastern oil. Losing its privileged position in
the energy market reduces America’s influence in regulating global oil prices - a key lever in
its foreign policy; (2) Challenges to America's diplomatic and security role: China’s success in
facilitating reconciliation between Saudi Arabia and Iran is a major blow to the traditional role
of the United States as a mediator in the region. This is not only a symbol of diplomatic prestige
but also sets a precedent for Middle Eastern countries to look to China as a partner to balance
the United States, especially on sensitive issues such as the Sunni-Shiite confrontation or
regional security initiatives. Similarly, Russia, with its growing role in Syria, Libya, and its
relations with Iran, Turkey, and Egypt, has established itself as an indispensable player in peace
processes and conflict management. This complicates the United States’ efforts to maintain a
regional order shaped by the United States; (3) The fragmentation of traditional U.S. alliances:
Faced with pressure from alternatives from China and Russia, many of America’s regional allies
- especially the Gulf states - have pursued a strategy of “multilateralization” of their foreign
relations. This has weakened the cohesion of the US-GCC security alliance axis and reduced
the U.S. ability to mobilize consensus on key issues such as sanctioning Iran, stabilizing Syria,
or combating regional terrorism.

Faced with that situation, the U.S. has implemented many policies to reduce the growing
influence of China and Russia in the region. The U.S. has forced the UAE to remove Huawei
equipment from important projects, while providing clean energy and technology alternatives
to its regional allies. At the same time, the U.S. has imposed sanctions on Russia (due to the
Russia-Ukraine conflict) to limit Russia's ability to expand its influence in the region. Although
the U.S. has maintained its leadership in the security field in the Middle East to date, the
growing economic and technological presence of China and Russia continues to be a long-term
challenge to U.S. influence in the Middle East.

4. Efforts to Solve Regional Problems

The Biden administration has prioritized diplomacy to resolve conflicts like the Gaza
war and Iran's nuclear program, but with limited success.

4.1. The Israel-Palestine Conflict and the Two-State Solution

Under Biden, the U.S. has attempted to revive peace talks and reaffirmed its
commitment to the solution. However, major obstacles remain, including Israeli settlement
expansion, internal divisions among Palestinian factions, and instability in the Gaza Strip.

The two-state solution has long been seen as one of the most viable approaches to
resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The Biden government focused on diplomacy as a
main tool to deal with the Gaza conflict. These efforts revolved around short-term goals such
as ceasefire and humanitarian support, and towards long-term goals such as two-state solution.
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The U.S. has actively participated in ceasefire efforts through negotiations with regional and
international partners like Qatar and Egypt. Thanks to the intermediary of the U.S., in
November 2023, a temporary the ceasefire agreement was achieved, allowing more than 100
Israeli and Palestinian hostages. In May 2024, President Biden announced a three-stage plan to
link ceasefire with Gaza rebuilding and promote the two-state solution. However, this plan
faced opposition from both Israel and Hamas, leading to incomplete implementation. In
addition, the U.S. has led international efforts to provide humanitarian aid, including food,
drinking water, and medicine for the people of Gaza. Typically, the U.S. built a temporary
wharf on the Gaza coast to transfer aid, but this project was interrupted due to war conditions.
The U.S. has called on Gulf and European countries to fund Gaza reconstruction programs.
However, these countries required guarantees that the aid would not fall into Hamas. Despite
significant efforts, the U.S. policy for the Gaza War still faces many major challenges. Israel’s
Netanyahu government maintains a tough stance, refuses to make large concessions to
Palestine, and enhances the expansion of settlements in the West Bank. On the other hand,
Hamas takes advantage of the conflict to strengthen the political position, while the Palestinian
government in the West is considered weak and has lost the trust of the people.

Saudi Arabia's aim for normalization of relations with Israel also shows a complex
geopolitical problem, where economic, security and religious engines are interwoven.
Mohammed bin Salman (MBS), with a strategic vision, is aware that cooperation with Israel
can bring important benefits, from technology transfer, economic investment to defense
modernization and effective support for the goal of diversifying the economy in Vision 2030.
However, the special role of Saudi Arabia in the Islamic world, with the responsibility to protect
the two most sacred holy lands, puts the country under great pressure in maintaining Palestine
support. Normalization of relationships without guaranteeing any meaning to Palestinian can
threaten the legitimacy of the regime and raise strong opposition in the public and the Arab
world. Hamas’s attack on October 7 emphasized not only the deep tension in the lIsraeli-
Palestinian conflict, but also a clear effort to break the mediation process between Israel and
Arab countries. In this context, Iran emerged as an important factor, using the Palestine card to
increase its influence in the region and weaken the efforts of Saudi Arabia. This increased the
risk of Riyadh when walking on the path of normalizing relations with Israel. In this situation,
the Biden government faced a challenging task: both promoting the regional mediation process,
while ensuring the security benefits of Saudi Arabia and not eroding the Palestinian rights. This
balance is not only the key to stable maintenance in the Middle East but also a decisive factor
for the prestige and leadership of the U.S. in this turbulent area.

4.2. Iran Nuclear Agreement

The relationship with Iran is one of Biden's policies in the Middle East. The Biden
government sought to restore the nuclear agreement (JCPOA) to curb Iran's nuclear program.
However, the negotiation process faced many difficulties, including objections from Israel and
the Gulf allies, along with tense escalating moves from Iran.

Earlier, the Trump administration withdrew from JCPOA in 2018 on the grounds of
concerns about the effectiveness and activities in the region of Iran. However, Biden expressed
his commitment to diplomacy and multilateralism, considering JCPOA as a potential
framework to resolve Iran's nuclear program and reduce stress. Since taking office, the Biden
government has participated in indirect negotiations with Iran in Vienna to negotiate the
possibility of returning to JCPOA (Cook & Indodyk, 2022). These discussions aim to find the
way for both the U.S. and Iran to fulfill their obligations as agreed. The goal is to achieve a
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solution accepted by the parties to solve concerns about Iran's nuclear program and provide
measures to mitigate sanctions on Iran. By re-joining JCPOA, the Biden administration also
sought to restore diplomatic channels with Iran and create the foundation for the next
negotiations on other regional issues. On the side of Iran, under the leadership of President
Ebrahim Raisi, the country also applied a tough stance in negotiations, requiring the U.S. to
remove all sanctions and provide legal guarantees. The reason was that the U.S. would not
withdraw the agreement in the future. At the same time, Tehran also wanted a mechanism to
verify the removal of sanctions before re-making nuclear commitments increase uranium
enrichment to a high level and expand the nuclear program as a strategy of pressure on the
negotiating parties. Tehran also sought to strengthen relations with U.S. rivals like Russia and
China to reduce dependence on the West, complicating U.S. diplomatic efforts.

However, the negotiations are very complicated and there are still significant challenges
in achieving a comprehensive agreement to satisfy all stakeholders, especially Saudi and Israel,
the U.S. long-term ally in the area. Saudi Arabia was cautious with JCPOA and expressed
concern about its effectiveness in restraining Iran’s nuclear ambition. Saudi Arabia has long
considered Iran as a rival in the region and concerned about Iran's instability activities in the
Middle East. The U.S. return to JCPOA will also create tensions between the U.S. and Saudi
Arabia, especially Saudi Arabia and Israel, which is the U.S. ally in the Iranian issue. Israel is
a country with a resolute stance against JCPOA, considering it a direct threat to national security
(AlAlkim, 2022). The administration of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (2021-2023) and
later the successor governments repeatedly criticized the agreement, said that JCPOA was not
strong enough to prevent Iran’s nuclear ambition. Israel has concerned that JCPOA only limited
Iran's nuclear program in the short term without resolving military activities and supported
Iran's armed groups in the area like Hezbollah and Houthi. Israel put pressure on
parliamentarians in the U.S. Congress to prevent the restoration of JCPOA (Hoang, 2024). This
caused the Biden government to adjust the strategy, balance the maintenance of relations with
the Israeli Allies and achieve diplomatic goals. On the other hand, American politics has been
deeply polarized on JCPOA. The recovery of the agreement has encountered strong opposition
from Republicans and a number of Democratic Party members (AlAlkim, 2022). The
Republican Party considers JCPOA as a weak agreement, saying that the removal of sanctions
will create conditions for Iran to increase its instability activities.

Facing that situation, the Biden government reviewed alternatives, as a temporary
agreement to freeze Iran’s nuclear activities in exchange for sanctions. However, both Iran and
its opposition in the U.S. did not accept this plan. The effort to restore JCPOA from President
Joe Biden had encountered many complex obstacles from Israel, U.S. political internal politics,
and Iran’s tough stance. Despite significant diplomatic efforts, political and strategic factors
have slowed down this process. In order to reach an agreement, the U.S. needs to adjust the
strategy, including building trust, strengthening cooperation with international partners, and
balancing security and political benefits. However, the current situation shows that the ability
to reach a comprehensive JCPOA agreement is still far away.

4.3. The War in Syria, Yemen

The U.S. policy under President Joe Biden for prolonged conflicts in Syria and Yemen
reflected the change from the direct military intervention approach to a diplomatic and
humanitarian priority. The Biden government focused on three main goals: reducing stress,
reducing the humanitarian crisis, and curbing the influence of rival forces like Iran and Russia.

The Syrian conflict was seen as a double crisis: both a civil war with the intervention of
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external factors and an international war against terrorism (AlAlkim, 2022). Immediately after
coming to power, President Biden launched Syrian airstrikes. The U.S. air strike on February
26th, 2021 was aimed at one of the most powerful Iranian militia forces in the Middle East,
called Kateeeb Hezbollah, or Hezbollah Brigade (Al Jazeera, 2023). This force was a branch of
the popular mobilization group with the majority of members of the Iragi militia. The first action
showed that Joe Biden's tough approach for the purpose of deterring Iran in the process of the
U.S. took steps to resume the JCPOA agreement. Later, in June 2021, the U.S. also decided to
attack arms operating and storage facilities at two locations in Syria and one location in Irag.
After the area near the Syrian military base was occupied by U.S. soldiers who were stationed
in the Rocket series, on August 23rd, 2022, President Joe Biden ordered an airstrike against
Iran-backed groups in Syria (Monshiri & Dorraj, 2023). The aforementioned U.S. move also
took place in the context of Iran's announcement that it would give up some claims in exchange
for the revival of the JCPOA agreement. From the beginning, the U.S. hesitated to bring troops
into Syria, which would cause the U.S. to be bogged down as in the war in Afghanistan.
Therefore, the role of Americans in Syria has certain limits. However, the U.S. did not withdraw
from Syria with the calculations related to the localities and restrained the role of Russia and
Iran, China here. The U.S. presence in Syria was to defeat IS. However, although IS was
defeated, the U.S. still has many challenges in Syria from Russia, Iran, the President of Assad
and Turkey - a U.S. NATO ally. The U.S. retained about 900 soldiers in northeastern Syria to
support Syrian Democratic Forces in the fight against ISIS (Katulis et al., 2024). This presence
aimed to prevent the revival of terrorism and protect the oil fields in the area. The Biden
government continued to apply sanctions against the Assad government through the Caesar Act,
in order to limit the financial resources to the Syrian government and put pressure to promote
the peace process. The U.S. policy in Syria under Biden was mainly more preventive than
thorough resolution. Although the U.S. maintained its military presence and continued to put
pressure on the Assad government, the peace process was still stagnant, and the humanitarian
crisis showed no signs of reduction. The situation in Syria is increasingly complicated and
becomes deadlocked when the parties have not been able to offer a harmonious solution for all.
The U.S. is still one side in this crisis and the competition between the U.S. and Russia in Syria
still exists (Hoang, 2024). This dilemma of the U.S. in Syria is also a typical feature of the
current U.S. situation in the Middle East.

The war in Yemen began in 2015 between the international government of Yemen,
backed by Saudi Arabia, and Houthi forces, supported by Iran (Kelsey et al, 2021). This is
considered one of the most serious humanitarian crises in the world, with millions of people
facing hunger and epidemic. Immediately after taking office, Biden announced that the U.S.
would not support Saudi Arabia’s attacking activities in Yemen, including providing weapons
and intelligence support (Katulis, 2023). This marked an important change compared to the
Trump administration’s policy. Biden appointed Tim Lenderking as the U.S. Special Envoy for
Yemen, focusing on diplomatic efforts to achieve a comprehensive ceasefire (Katulis, 2023).
However, the Houthi forces continued to carry out missile and drone attacks on Saudi Arabia
and the UAE, causing regional tensions. Besides, even though they are fighting the Houthis,
Saudi Arabia and the UAE still have conflicts over strategic goals in Yemen, making peace
efforts difficult. Thus, it can be seen that Biden's policy in Yemen has achieved some progress,
including reducing the intensity of the conflict and promoting humanitarian aid. However,
sustainable peace has not been achieved, as the warring parties continue to pursue their own
interests.
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4.4. Relations With Allies in the Region

First of all, it is important to recognize that the U.S. remains one of the most influential
powers in the Middle East, with strategic alliances with countries such as Israel and Saudi
Arabia. The Biden administration has continued to maintain security commitments and military
support for Israel, clearly demonstrated through troop deployments and military aid (Hoang,
2024). This is not only to protect U.S. interests in the region but also to maintain the U.S.
position in the confrontation with terrorist forces and hostile countries such as Iran.

However, Biden’s approach has also faced criticism and challenges (AlAlkim, 2022). His
foreign policy is aimed at not only protecting U.S. interests but also promoting democratic values
and human rights. This has led to tensions with regional allies, especially Saudi Arabia. Recently,
Joe Biden has made adjustments to strengthen relations with allied countries here, especially
Israel and Saudi Arabia. President Biden’s trip to the Middle East to consolidate the important
role of the U.S. has resolved many diplomatic issues as well as opened up prospects for economic,
scientific and technological cooperation for all parties and achieved certain results in “warming
up” relations with key allies, expanding cooperation with countries in the region (Katulis et al.,
2024). However, it should be frankly admitted that, currently, the U.S. focuses its foreign policy
on the Indo-Pacific, so its resources with the Middle East have decreased significantly. The
competition between China and Russia here has also partly caused Middle Eastern countries to
have certain choices and adjustments in their policies towards the U.S., so it seems that the Middle
East is increasingly moving away from the U.S.

The U.S. faces a lack of trust from Iran and suspicion from its Arab allies. America’s oil-
centered involvement in the Middle East is becoming less strategically important as the U.S. aims
to become the leading exporter of oil and gas. Recent adjustments in U.S. foreign policy have led
countries in the Middle East to share the perception that it is difficult for the U.S. to fulfill its
commitments to the region. Israel and Arab countries, including Saudi Arabia and the UAE, are
also finding that current U.S. policies are not strong enough to prevent threats from Iran.

4.5. Humanitarian Issues in the Region

The humanitarian issue in the Middle East is one of the most serious challenges in U.S.
foreign policy under President Joe Biden (Samantha, 2023). The Biden administration has
attempted to put humanitarian issues at the center of its strategy, but its results have been limited
by complex conflicts and political challenges.

The U.S. is the largest donor of humanitarian aid in Syria, with billions of dollars
provided through international organizations such as the United Nations and the Red Cross
(Katulis et al., 2024). In Yemen, the Biden administration has committed more than $1 billion
in humanitarian aid to Yemen, including food, water, and medical assistance. In Gaza, after the
2023 Gaza war, the U.S. has provided hundreds of millions of dollars to rebuild infrastructure
and provide humanitarian aid to the people of Gaza. The U.S. has coordinated with the United
Nations to extend resolutions allowing cross-border aid from Trkiye into opposition-held
areas, despite opposition from Russia. The U.S. has called on Saudi Arabia and the Houthis to
open aid routes, especially in blockaded areas. The Biden administration has increased the
refugee admissions quota to 125,000 people per year, partly for refugees from the Middle East,
to address conflict-related displacement. The U.S. funds United Nations programs such as the
World Food Programme (WFP) and the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR) (Katulis et al., 2024). Therefore, humanitarian issues in the Middle East have been
a priority for U.S. foreign policy under Joe Biden, with a focus on aid, diplomacy, and refugee
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assistance. While significant progress has been made, major challenges such as protracted
conflicts, lack of funding, and obstruction from rival forces continue to undermine the
effectiveness of these efforts. To achieve lasting results, the U.S. must strengthen international
cooperation, address the root causes of conflicts, and maintain a high level of commitment to
humanitarian assistance.

5. Assessing the Impact of Biden's Foreign Policy in the Middle East and Forecasting

President Joe Biden’s foreign policy in the Middle East has had profound implications,
both regionally and internationally.

On a regional scale, by prioritizing diplomacy and reducing the direct military presence,
the Biden administration has maintained some stability in traditional alliances while encouraging
regional leadership from countries like Saudi Arabia. However, long-standing tensions,
particularly the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Iran’s nuclear program, remain unresolved. This
leaves the regional security landscape fragile, with many potential risks that could spark a crisis.

Biden’s “diplomacy first” policy has created space for Middle Eastern countries -
especially Saudi Arabia and the UAE - to take a more proactive role in leading reconciliation
initiatives and shaping the regional order. This policy reflects a shift from the U.S. “direct
management” model to soft coordination through regional partners, thereby maintaining
minimal stability without deep military intervention. Although Biden has pledged to strengthen
alliances with Israel, Saudi Arabia, and the Gulf states, several steps - such as criticizing human
rights, withdrawing defensive weapons from Saudi Arabia in 2021, or hesitating to respond to
Iran - have shaken strategic trust between the US and its allies. Typically, Saudi Arabia’s
temporary move towards China and Russia in the fields of oil, defense, and technology, or
Israel’s opposition to the U.S. renegotiation of the nuclear deal with Iran, shows strategic
divisions even among key allies.

The Biden administration has yet to find a breakthrough solution for hot spots such as
the Israel-Palestine conflict and Iran's nuclear program. Thus, Biden's caution helps avoid
falling into a “military quagmire”, but is not strong enough to create a strategic breakthrough,
leaving the regional security situation still fraught with many risks.

On a global scale, the U.S. strategic pivot to the Indo-Pacific region to counter China
has marked a major shift in geopolitics. However, this shift has also created a power vacuum
in the Middle East, opening the way for Russia and China to increase their influence through
economic, energy, and security cooperation initiatives. This not only challenges the traditional
role of the U.S. in the region but also complicates an already unstable balance of power.
Besides, Biden's policy tries to combine the protection of geopolitical interests (security
stability, control of oil, protection of Israel) with democratic values and human rights. However,
this combination creates contradictions in U.S. actions. Despite some progress in reducing
tensions and promoting security cooperation, Biden’s policy still faces the difficult task of
balancing strategic interests with national values. The ability to maintain U.S. presence and
credibility in the Middle East will depend on its ability to coordinate effectively with regional
partners to ensure long-term stability while not undermining its global standing in the context
of increasingly fierce great power competition.

Now, with the re-election of Donald Trump, based on the results left by the Biden
administration as well as how Trump implemented foreign policy in the previous term regarding
the Middle East region, U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East may have new adjustments as
follows:
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- First, Trump can continue to pursue an “America First” agenda that focuses on
economic gains, reduces long-term military commitments, and pushes for symbolic deals that
strengthen Washington’s position. One of the top priorities could be expanding the Abraham
Accords, particularly with the goal of normalizing relations between Israel and Saudi Arabia.
Although this move promises to generate significant strategic and economic benefits, the lack
of significant concessions to Palestine could expose the process to many obstacles from both
within and outside the region.

- Second, a tough policy toward Iran will continue to be a key feature of Trump’s second
term. A revival of the “maximum pressure” strategy through economic sanctions and diplomatic
isolation is likely to be prioritized to curb Tehran’s nuclear program and reduce its regional
influence. However, this policy also carries the risk of escalating the conflict, especially as Iran
maintains support for militant groups such as Hezbollah and the Houthis, and continues to
expand its influence in hotspots such as Irag, Syria, and Yemen.

- Third, militarily, Trump can continue the trend of reducing direct presence in the
Middle East, to save defense costs and reallocate resources to priorities in dealing with China
in the Indo-Pacific region. In this context, the U.S. can promote cooperation with regional allies
such as Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the UAE, expecting them to take on a larger role in maintaining
regional security. However, this downsizing also risks creating a power vacuum, allowing other
powers such as Russia and China to increase their influence.

- Fourth, in terms of economic interests, Trump is likely to focus on bilateral trade and
energy deals, promoting arms exports and strengthening energy cooperation to stabilize oil
prices. At the same time, he may increase pressure on Gulf states to limit cooperation with
China, especially in sensitive areas such as technology and strategic infrastructure. However,
this could also complicate U.S. relations with European allies, which have traditionally taken a
softer approach to Iran and supported multilateral trade.

- Overall, with his new term beginning in January 2025, Trump’s Middle East policy
will continue to focus on pragmatic goals that emphasize short-term U.S. interests but may
increase instability in the long term. Unresolved conflicts, great power competition, and the risk
of humanitarian crises will continue to pose major challenges to this policy. Trump’s success
or failure in a second term will depend on his ability to balance U.S. strategic interests with the
need for long-term stability in the region.

6. Conclusion

U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East under President Joe Biden reflects a balancing
act between diplomacy and strategy, with a focus on reducing military presence, promoting
regional cooperation, and addressing humanitarian challenges. The Biden administration has
made some progress, in promoting normalization of relations between Israel and Arab states,
strengthening regional security networks, and reducing tensions in hotspots such as Yemen and
Syria. However, persistent challenges, such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Iran’s nuclear
program, and the growing influence of major powers, such as China and Russia, continue to
complicate the situation in the region. On the international stage, the strategic shift to the Indo-
Pacific region has emphasized the U.S. geopolitical priorities, but has also left a power vacuum
in the Middle East, creating opportunities for rivals to increase their presence. Although Biden’s
policy maintains U.S. leadership on security and humanitarian issues, limiting direct
involvement in key conflicts prevents the U.S. from addressing the root causes of instability.

The future of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, which will most likely be under



VNU JOURNAL OF FOREIGN STUDIES, VOL. 41, NO. 1S (2025) 179

President Trump, will depend on the ability to balance strategic interests and national values in
a volatile regional context. To achieve long-term stability, the U.S. must continue to work
closely with regional partners and develop comprehensive solutions to protracted conflicts and
humanitarian crises. These efforts will not only shape the Middle East landscape but also
profoundly affect the U.S. global role and position in the decades to come.
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