
 Joe Biden and the new Middle East 

By Dennis Sammut 

 

Joe Biden is this week on his first visit to the Middle East since becoming  US president. He 

visits only two countries: Israel and Saudi Arabia. These are the two countries that represent 

best, long-standing  US core-interests in the region. 

A few days ago, in an article on the Washington Post, Biden set up his stall ahead of his visit. 

US interests in the region are boringly familiar: Israel; oil price stability; security. But the 

context in which these interests need to be currently pursued has changed dramatically. 

Since its establishment in 1948, the United States has been at Israel’s side in all the 

upheavals that have occurred in the Middle East. Not one single US president dared even to 

dent this policy in any way. Subsequently, support for Israel has defined US relationship with 

the neighbouring Arab World, which over the last seventy years went through many ups and 

downs. With one exception. The US always felt it had a special relationship with Saudi 

Arabia. This relationship started off by being largely commercial – related mainly to Saudi 

energy resources, but very soon it expanded into the field of politics and security. The 

relationship survived many tests, probably the most serious being the 9/11 attacks 

masterminded and conducted by Saudi zealots. US support for Saudi Arabia was consistent 

but transactional. The Saudis guaranteed the flow of oil to the world at reasonable prices, 

and in return the Americans guaranteed the Kingdom’s security. Not for free! Over decades 

Saudi Arabia spent billions and billions of dollars purchasing US arms and military expertise, 

some of which it needed, some of which it didn’t. This relationship between the leader of 

the democratic world with its liberal policies, and that of the birthplace of Islam, a desert 

Kingdom ruled by a monarchy was to say the least unusual, but it lasted because it served 

both sides. US presidents were happy to make allowances for the Kingdom’s peculiarities, 

and the Saudi princes became very adept at adjusting to the idiosyncrasies of successive US 

presidents, with their short term, and sometimes rather parochial needs that had to be 

satisfied – usually through yet another arms deal. 

This cosy relationship snapped two years ago. Both the Kingdom and the US were going 

through tumultuous times internally. Donald Trump’s brinkmanship brought the US political 

system to crisis point, whilst in Arabia, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (MBS) was 

implementing changes inside Saudi Arabia that many had previously thought will take 

decades, if not centuries to evolve, but this also came with a price. The fact that MBS, had 

struck a warm personal relationship with Trump complicated matters further. The advent of 

Joe Biden to the White House was inevitably going to be a testing moment for US-Saudi 

relationship.  

Biden tried to change the transactional relationship into a normative one. He did this in the 

most clumsy of ways thinking, rather naively, that US interests in Saudi Arabia were now 

insignificant given the US re-orientation to the Asia-Pacific region. He was wrong. For one, 

Saudi leadership in the oil market is in these turbulent times more important than ever. 



Biden’s arrival in Riyad this week proves this. This does not mean that Biden, or indeed any 

other western leader, will be able to ignore human rights abuses when they happen. Public 

opinion in their countries will simply not allow it, so this needs to be factor into the equation 

also. 

Last week, Saudi Arabia approved a new penal code that will put an end to the jurisprudence 

of courts and judges and help in resolving unsolved crimes due to the lack of a single main 

law that can be used by everyone as a reference, especially in matters related to personal 

and social freedom. 

For these reasons Biden’s visit was preceded by months of behind the scenes negotiations 

between US and Saudi officials. The visit is symbolic, all the hard negotiations are already 

done. It will seal deals already agreed and it will re-affirm that both sides still need each 

other.  

But going forward they need to manage both the relationship, and the expectations from it, 

better. Even a transactional relationship needs to be based on rules not on murky lobbying 

or behind the scenes arms-twisting. In short it needs to be more professional, and crucially, 

it must be based on mutual respect.  

This is necessary because the challenges ahead are enormous. For the moment the Iranian 

threat unites, even if superficially the US with its two core-interest countries in the Middle 

East: Israel and Saudi Arabia. All three see Iran as a dangerous and destabilising force, and 

dread the prospect of an Iranian nuclear capability. Saudi Arabia is already engaged in a war 

by proxy with Iran in Yemen. The debate on whether to engage, contain or confront Iran 

rages on. It is bound to dominate the discussions this week between the US leadership and 

its Israeli and Saudi counterparts. The three countries need to remain flexible in their 

approach to Iran. Brinkmanship and adventurism have to be avoided because an open war 

with Iran will be a catastrophe for the whole Middle East. 

There is however one important factor that needs to be kept in mind. The Iranian threat is 

an evolving one. Increasingly Iran is getting closer to Russia and China. As we enter a phase 

of acute global polarisation this relationship will become even closer. High on Biden’s agenda 

in both Israel and Saudi Arabia this week is Russian and Chinese influence in the Middle East. 

Israel, as well as many Gulf states, have openly flirted with the Russians in recent years. And 

they warmly welcomed Chinese courting gestures. Such relations are not going to disappear 

overnight, but Biden hopes to leave the region with some assurances as to their limits. 

At the heart of US relations with the region remains security. Here the region is in uncharted 

waters. The recent normalisation of relations between Israel and some Arab countries – 

formalised in the case of UAE, Bahrain and Morocco, existing but less formal in the case of 

some others – opens up prospects for a new Middle East security architecture. It may not be 

a new NATO, as some are suggesting. NATO has survived for more than seventy years 

because it is more than just a military alliance of convenience – it is a community of values, 

tested for sure on many occasions but with enough of a strong basis to keep it sustainable in 

a way that it can quickly up its game when necessary, as we have seen in recent months 

following the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This notwithstanding a Gulf/Middle East regional 



security platform of some sort, in which the US and others can also participate directly or 

indirectly, appears now to be a serious preposition under consideration. Biden will hope to 

be able to give some indication of this during his visit.   

All in all, despite a false start, the Biden administration may yet leave its mark on the Middle 

East by putting relations on a more sound and sustainable basis. There are two pieces of 

unfinished business that may yet spoil the party: Yemen and Palestine. 

The war in Yemen has created the largest humanitarian crisis of our time. The cease fire 

agreed on 2 April appears to be holding and it is now time to move to proper peace 

negotiations. The US and Saudi Arabia need to synchronise positions and give the process a 

push forward. In the short term Biden will have to assure the Saudis that threats from 

Iranian proxies in Yemen will be adequately addressed. An ambitious plan to bring Yemen 

out of its present misery is necessary but restoring peace must come first. 

And finally Palestine. As long as the Palestinian issue is not resolved, a lot of the future 

visions for the Middle East will remain wishful thinking. The Biden administration does not 

seem to have either the desire, or the capacity, to engage with this issue in a significant way. 

It will therefore just muddle on. The onus will remain on Israel, that holds most of the cards, 

to make a strategic choice, and for its new Arab friends to encourage it on. A new Middle 

East without a reasonable solution to the Palestinian issue is simply fiction. 
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