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US President Joe Biden used his inauguration speech to signal America’s return to more traditional 

global diplomacy. “We will repair our alliances, and engage with the world once again. Not to meet 

yesterday's challenges but today's and tomorrow's challenges. And we'll lead not merely by the 

example of our power but the power of our example”, he said.  

That message resonated particularly well in Europe, where the famous “Transatlantic Relationship” 

never felt so empty as during the four tumultuous Trump years. Ursula von der Leyen the president of 

the European Commission tweeted, even before Biden had finished his speech, “Thank you for the 

inspiring inaugural address and for the offer to cooperate. Europe is ready for a fresh start.” 

On inauguration day things may have felt somewhat different in the Middle East where Trump’s 

transactional style of foreign policy was better understood and more widely accepted, and where 

leaders have learnt over many years that nothing comes for free anyway. Trump did spend a lot of 

time on the region pushing various pet projects, and on other issues, such as Iran, adopting a tough 

line, including abandoning the Iran Nuclear deal and generally positioning the US closer to Israel. In 

some Middle East countries there is expectation that Biden might not engage as much as Trump did.  

The style of the Biden administration in the conduct of its foreign policy towards both Europe and the 

Middle East will be different, but in substance there will be continuity, simply because circumstances 

dictate many of the actions. 

Biden takes over an administration that is facing some of the most serious challenges in the history of 

the United States. His priority will necessarily have to be sorting out American’s domestic problems. 

Without that American engagement internationally will be meaningless. Biden will set the course, but 

it will be largely up to his experienced foreign and security policy team to put it in practice. 

Once the US administration does get round to focus on foreign policy – and events may hasten that 

moment – it will be faced by two challenges: China and Russia. The strategic shift of the US towards 

the Asia Pacific is no longer a matter of choice. The US needs to step up if it is to contain Chinese 

expansionism which has global ambitious. Recent rumblings from Beijing indicates that China has no 

intention of moderating these ambitions. It sees this as its moment. 

In some sense Russia is a more traditional and more predictable threat. Its flexing of muscles is mainly 

in its near abroad, and its ambition is constrained by its economic limitations. But its actions in recent 

years means that it also must be seen as a rival, even though the door is not completely closed at the 

prospect of a rapprochement between Russia and the west in the future, which some in Europe have 

in any case been advocating for some time. 



The shift of the focus of US foreign policy from Europe and the Middle East to the Asia Pacific region, 

which has been slowly ongoing for more than a decade, is likely to accelerate, and this will have 

consequences on US-Europe, US-Middle East relations. 

 

Both European and Middle East allies of the United States are going to get used to contributing more 

towards their defence and security than they may have done so far as the US shifts resources east. In 

Europe the European Union is intensively debating how it can play a bigger role in global geo politics. 

First it must start in its own neighbourhood where there are plenty of problems to keep it busy, and 

where its response to crisis is, at best, patchy. 

Similarly, in the Middle East, regional platforms such as the GCC are in the future likely to be called 

upon to play a much more active role in regional defence and security. At the recent Al Ula summit 

we may have seen the first seeds of this. In the Gulf region the immediate threat is Iran, and what the 

Biden administration is looking for is a formula of containment and engagement, working in 

partnership with local allies, and with the Europeans, who have kept a thin line of contact with Tehran 

throughout the tumultuous Trump years. 

The new situation will demand a closer co-operation between key players in the EU-MENA region, 

especially in the Gulf and Red Sea regions, with EU-GCC relations becoming much more pivotal than 

has been the case so far. There is scope for joint initiatives in dealing with emerging regional crisis, 

and a more robust joint approach on issues such as radicalisation and its spread, particularly in Africa. 

This will require soft power, as much as hard power, an interesting prospect given that both the EU 

and the GCC have plenty of soft power but have hardly ever tried to use it jointly in a common cause. 

The role of Israel in  this future configuration will be interesting. Israel so far has been perceived as a 

security consumer, its role constrained by its lack of relations with its Arab neighbours. The 

Abrahamian accords, although just the start of what will likely be a long and laborious process, do 

however provide a basis for transforming Israel into a regional security provider, and some see this as 

a possible game-changer 

 

Under president Biden, the US will encourage these processes. The US will not disappear overnight 

neither from Europe nor from the Gulf and the rest of the Middle East, but its diminished presence 

will be noticeable as it shifts its focus towards China and the Asia-Pacific region. Under president Biden 

we can expect the process to be more orderly and conducted more rationally. 
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