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The coming US elections couldn’t have 
happened under more dramatic nor 
crucially important circumstances. 

The world sits ravaged by the Coronavirus, 
economies braced for one of the worst 
downturns in living memory and countries 
and societies polarised and divided like never 
before. Therefore an election that would 
decide not only the shape and direction of the 
US administration for the next four years, but 
potentially some of the most critical questions 
facing humanity in several generations, is one 
that demands full attention.

Whether it be global health care and well-
being, racial and economic equality, the 
economy, climate change, public, personal and 
cybersecurity, privacy and data regulation, 
human rights and democracy or extremism and 
terrorism of all types, whoever sits in the White 
House come January 2021, will be instrumental.

The Cordoba Foundation in collaboration with 
Alwaleed bin Talal Centre for Muslim-Christian 
Understanding, Georgetown University 
convened a very timely webinar on 11th of 
August, which addressed the US elections and 
its potential impact on democracy in the MENA 
region. The webinar attracted much attention 
for understandable reasons. The Trump 
administration, in the eyes of many, gave oxygen 
to oppressive regimes and elevated the status of 
‘strongmen’, otherwise more commonly known 
for being dictators, tyrants and oppressors and 
a return of President Trump would send a clear 

Foreword

Dr Anas Altikriti
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message that America would continue to not 
only stand by, but grant actual support to the 
regimes of Israel, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and UAE 
among others.

On the other hand, those exasperated by the 
current administration’s tacit approval of, if 
not complicity in the shutdown of democracy, 
freedoms and human rights throughout the 
MENA region, might be accused of overplaying 
the benefits reaped by a Democrats win 
and a Biden administration. After all, it was a 
Democratic president who presided over billions 
of dollars in aid and military supplies, as well 
as political cover, extended to those regimes 
despite gross human violations committed on a 
systematic level.

While most would agree that the state of deep 
polarisation that currently prevails in the US 
has deemed the coming elections uniquely 
a referendum on Trump, it would be amiss to 
ignore the impact of the outcome on global 
affairs, particularly those of the MENA region. 
Democratic candidate Joe Biden has already 
sounded pledges to curtail the reach of 
oppressive regimes, promote democracy where 
there is little or none and uphold values along 
with US interests as guidelines for US foreign 
policy, in what seemed like a sharp rebuke to 
Trump in whose time, authoritarian regimes 
and non-democratic actors, like Mohammed 
bin Salman of Saudi Arabia, Sisi of Egypt and 
Netanyahu, thrived.

However, many commentators continue to 
sound warnings that a Trump loss would mean 
a return of the same US establishment, which 
afforded more or less similar favours to similarly 
bad regimes in the MENA region and around the 
world, and pursued the War on Terror doctrine 
with all its catastrophic entailments. This means 
that its return should not give any false hopes of 
a radical shift or change in direction.

Others offer advice to the nations of the Middle 
East and North Africa, that they should stop 
looking towards the White House for either 
hope or despair. If anything, some suggest, 
the Corona pandemic as well as the crippling 
economic recession likely to endure for a 
while yet, have weakened the US and radically 
reduced its capacity to lead the world, let alone 
affect any kind of real and positive change.

Whatever the scenarios, likely or otherwise, the 
November US elections will greatly add to the 
immense drama that has consumed 2020 and 
will have an indelible impact on the most crucial 
issues facing the world over the next few years.
 

 
 
Dr Anas Altikriti
FOUNDER AND CEO, 
THE CORDOBA FOUNDATION

It would be amiss to ignore the impact of 
the [US election] outcome on global affairs, 
particularly those of the MENA region



U S  2 02 0 E L E C T I O N S  A N D  P R O S P E C T S  O F  D E M O C R A C Y  I N  T H E  M E N A  R E G I O N

7

BACKGROUND

Major polling by Gallup World Polls and 
Pew have long reported broad support for 
democratisation (self-determination, good 
governance, and civil liberties) in the MENA 
region and broader Muslim world. Yet, in reality, 
many heads of state and governments have 
been autocratic or authoritarian.

The Arab Spring (2010-2012), a pro-democracy 
protest and uprising in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, 
Syria, Morocco, and Bahrain, reflected the 
attempt to realise the desire for democracy 
with the overthrow of long entrenched 
authoritarianism. However, the Arab Spring did 
not result – domino-style – in the spread and 
end of authoritarianism in Muslim-majority 
countries, but rather with an Arab Winter, with a 
military coup in Egypt and the re-entrenchment 
of authoritarian regimes in the MENA region, as 
well as a broader threat to global democracy in 
the world.

US 2020 Elections:
TRUMP & PROSPECTS FOR 
DEMOCRACY IN THE MENA REGION

As we head into the 2020 US 
Presidential Elections, much of 
Donald Trump’s track record as 

president prevents any clear idea of 
what his foreign policy principles are. 
One can only guess, and fear, what 
the prospects for democracy in the 
MENA region might look like should 
he win a second term.

Prof. John L. Esposito
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Freedom House’s Report, “Freedom in the World 
2018: Democracy in Crisis” warned:

Democracy faced its most serious crisis in 
decades in 2017 as its basic tenets—including 
guarantees of free and fair elections, the rights 
of minorities, freedom of the press, and the rule 
of law—came under attack around the world.

The United States during the Trump 
administration has seen a precipitous decline in 
American political rights and civil liberties and 
has retreated from its post-World War II role and 
commitment to democracy as the best form of 
government and a key component of its foreign 
policy, despite its strategic cooperation at times 
with some authoritarian governments. 

THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION AND  
ITS FOREIGN POLICIES

The Trump administration, in both its rhetoric 
and policies, has not only undermined the 
health of US democracy – threatening domestic 
political rights and civil liberties – but the 
administration has also overseen a sharp decline 
in America’s foreign policy, in its reputation and 
role in the Middle East and globally. The United 
States has cast off principles that have guided 
its foreign policy and informed American 
leadership; it has undermined its long-stated 
commitment and declared role (which is often 
espoused, but not necessarily realised) as a 
champion and exemplar of democracy.

President Trump’s rhetoric, at times arrogant 
and belligerent, and his actions (and of course 
his infamous tweets) have undermined long-
established ties and relations with the UN, 
WHO, European Union, NATO, the UN and 
key European allies like Germany and France. 
Trump’s “America First” slogan has reversed 

established notions of collective global security 
and mutually beneficial trade and has also 
become a rallying cry for white nationalists 
and supremacists in America. White nationalist 
& supremacist hate groups, driven by fears of 
demographic change, have grown 55% in the 
Trump era.

Early in the Trump administration, we saw an 
absence of a commitment to the promotion 
of freedom, democracy and universal human 
rights in US foreign policy and US relations 
in the Middle East and North Africa. With no 
experience in diplomacy, Trump retreated to 
the style used throughout his professional 
and personal life, and was described in an ABC 
poll listing common words Americans use 
to describe him:  narcissistic, racist, arrogant, 
ignorant, and unqualified. Trump has sought 
and bragged about his friendship with, and 
admiration for, global strongmen and autocrats 
who make the law or place themselves above 
the law: the leaders of North Korea (Kim Jong-
un), China (Xi Jinping), Russia (Vladimir Putin), 
Philippines (Rodrigo Duterte) and Egypt (Abdel 
Fattah El-Sisi). Trump even congratulated Xi 
Jinping when China’s National People’s Congress 
approved the removal of the two-term limit on 
the presidency, effectively allowing Xi Jinping to 
remain in power for life.  

TRUMP’S LEADERSHIP STYLE PLAYED 
PIVOTAL ROLE IN SHAPING HIS MIDDLE 
EAST POLICY

In contrast to many presidents and their 
administrations that had clear policies based on 
careful planning and a well-thought-out foreign 
policy, Trump and his administration seem to 
jump from crisis to crisis, and from country 
to country with no prior analysis and defined 
strategy. 
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Lacking any interest or background in 
international affairs and foreign policy, Trump 
seems to rely on his gut reactions and instincts. 
Interestingly, in military matters, as in the 
response to Covid-19, he has bragged that 
he knows more than the generals and more 
than the government’s own top scientists 
like Anthony Fauci. Once Trump has made a 
decision, he has demonstrated that he expects 
loyalty rather than critical feedback from his top 
military and intelligence officials. His tendency 
to prioritise loyalty over competence has led to a 
revolving door of presidential cabinet ministers, 
advisers and staff. 

 
TRUMP AND KEY MEMBERS OF HIS 
ADMINISTRATION RE: ISLAM AND 
MUSLIMS 

The attitudes toward Islam and Muslims among 
Trump and senior members of his administration 
have informed both US domestic and foreign 
policy. The politicisation and racialisation of 
Islam and Muslims played a central role in the 
2016 Trump campaign for president. 

Trump used rhetoric aimed at demonising 
Muslims, immigrants, and refugees in an effort 
to create a common enemy. Following the 
terrorist attacks in Paris in November 2015, 
as a presidential candidate, Trump called 
for the resumption of “heavy surveillance” 
of mosques. Throughout the campaign, he 
stated he would “strongly consider” shutting 

down mosques. After the San Bernardino, 
California attack in December 2015, Trump 
issued a “statement on preventing Muslim 
immigration,” calling for “a total and complete 
shutdown of Muslims entering the United 
States.”  Following the statement, anti-Muslim 
attacks in America occurred almost daily, and 
often multiple times a day during the month. 

In a television interview with Anderson Cooper 
on CNN, Trump boldly declared that “Islam 
hates us.” At his inaugural address, Trump 
pledged to “eradicate” “radical Islamic 
terrorism” from the world. This identification 
of “Islam,” not simply Muslim terrorists, as the 
enemy was a common theme in the campaign. 
It diverged from presidents George W. Bush 
and Barack Obama’s approaches to terrorism 
as they attempted to differentiate between the 
faith of 1.6 billion people and the actions of 
comparatively very few religious extremists and 
terrorists. 

After Trump’s election, key members of his  
administration fed and reinforced his outlook, 
attitude and policies: Steve Bannon (White 
House Chief Strategist), General Michael Flynn 
(NSC), Mike Pompeo (Director of CIA and then 
Secretary of State), Stephen Miller (Senior 
Adviser to the president and speech writer), 
and many others. Both Flynn and Pompeo have 
had close association with ACT for America, a 
prominent anti-Muslim hate group. Stephen 
Miller subscribes to far-right, anti-Muslim and 
anti-immigration positions. Miller once worked 

Trump used rhetoric aimed at demonising 
Muslims, immigrants, and refugees in an effort 
to create a common enemy.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/gdpr-consent/?next_url=https%3a%2f%2fwww.washingtonpost.com%2fnews%2fpost-politics%2fwp%2f2015%2f11%2f16%2fdonald-trump-would-strongly-consider-closing-some-mosques-in-the-united-states%2f%3futm_term%3d.edfbb4f3f588&utm_term=.edfbb4f3f588
https://www.washingtonpost.com/gdpr-consent/?next_url=https%3a%2f%2fwww.washingtonpost.com%2fnews%2fpost-politics%2fwp%2f2015%2f11%2f16%2fdonald-trump-would-strongly-consider-closing-some-mosques-in-the-united-states%2f%3futm_term%3d.edfbb4f3f588&utm_term=.edfbb4f3f588
https://www.donaldjtrump.com/press-releases/donald-j.-trump-statement-on-preventing-muslim-immigration
https://www.donaldjtrump.com/press-releases/donald-j.-trump-statement-on-preventing-muslim-immigration
https://bridge.georgetown.edu/when-islamophobia-turns-violent-the-2016-u-s-presidential-elections/
https://bridge.georgetown.edu/when-islamophobia-turns-violent-the-2016-u-s-presidential-elections/
https://edition.cnn.com/videos/politics/2016/03/10/donald-trump-islam-intv-ac-cooper-sot.cnn
https://edition.cnn.com/videos/politics/2016/03/10/donald-trump-islam-intv-ac-cooper-sot.cnn
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/jan/20/donald-trump-we-will-eradicate-radical-islamic-ter/
https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2017/jan/20/donald-trump-we-will-eradicate-radical-islamic-ter/
https://bridge.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/Trump_Factsheet.pdf
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for David Horowitz, referred to as the “godfather 
of the anti-Muslim movement” by the Southern 
Poverty Law Center.Miller was the architect 
of the broad, discriminatory immigration 
executive order temporarily halting all refugee 
resettlements and immigration from seven 
Muslim-majority countries, the so-called initial 
‘Muslim Ban’, as well as subsequent versions.

The Muslim Ban was a presidential executive 
order restricting travel to the United States 
for people from a group of Muslim-majority 
countries, a follow up from Trump’s campaign 
promise to ban all foreign Muslims from the 
United States. At a time when millions in the 
MENA region and beyond have been forced to 
flee war, terrorism, and ethnic cleansing, Trump 
moved to implement major reductions in the 
number of legal immigrants and refugees that 
the United States would accept. 

 
MIDDLE EAST POLICY 

Trump’s foreign policy represents a significant 
change from that of Barack Obama. Trump 
made the pillars of the foundations of his 
foreign policy crystal clear on his visit to Saudi 
Arabia: economic interests, military contracts, 
and combating violent extremism. He pointedly 
noted that what countries did within their own 
borders was their business and not that of his 
administration. This effectively ignored human 
rights, civil liberties, and broader political 
participation and democratisation.

Trump has especially sought to bolster Israel, 
Saudi Arabia, and the UAE in particular, and 
to isolate Iran. Trump sought Saudi and UAE 
support for confronting Iran and for his Middle 
East Peace Plan. He encouraged America’s allies, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, to accept more of 
the MENA region’s security burden. American 
aircraft have provided in-flight refueling for 

Saudi and Saudi-led coalition aircraft in their 
war in Yemen. As the Trump administration 
drew closer to Riyadh and Abu Dhabi, regional 
polarisation increased and some key actors 
became more distrustful of Washington. 

 
ISRAEL 

Israel is one of the few countries in the 
region that is pleased with the president’s 
policies. Trump has gone far beyond other 
administrations, all of which treated Israel as 
a close ally, in his warm relations with Israel 
and very special relationship with Netanyahu, 
which Netanyahu has welcomed and used. 
Unquestioned support for Israel is an article of 
faith. The 2016 Republican Party platform called 
such support “an expression of Americanism” 
and called for policies that leave “no daylight” 
between the two countries. 

 
INCONSISTENCIES OF TRUMP’S 
FOREIGN POLICY 

Perhaps the biggest concern is the extent to 
which the president and some of his advisers 
have made significant decisions with little 
thought to their implications. US withdrawal 
from the Iran nuclear deal, Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), imploded and Iran 
resumed its nuclear weapons program. 
Ratcheting up the sanctions and their crippling 
effect on both the Iranian government and 
citizens, as well as assassinating General Qasem 
Soleimani on Iraqi soil in January of 2020, 
boomeranged and made both relations with 
Iran, and conditions in Iraq more volatile. As 
a result of this hodgepodge approach, Iran is 
closer to developing a nuclear weapon now 
than at any juncture when the JCPOA was still in 
force. 
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US POLICY IN IRAQ: DISORGANISED 
AND INCONSISTENT  

Trump has repeatedly emphasised a policy of 
withdrawing US forces in the Middle East and 
leaving security to countries and their allies in 
the region. While the president has repeatedly 
stressed his desire to get US forces out of Iraq, 
his administration has done just the opposite. 
In practice, they keep sending more and more 
troops. 

Moreover, they refused to recognise Iraq’s 
call to withdraw all US troops, and acting 
like an occupier, said that the United States, 
not Iraq, would determine both the size of 
American forces in Iraq and even economic 
sanctions against Iraq if Baghdad insisted on 
the departure of US forces. The assassination of 
General Soleimani, as well as five members of an 
Iraqi militia on Iraqi soil, reinforced opposition 
among Iraqi groups that resent America’s 
continued presence and occupation.

 
PROSPECTS FOR DEMOCRACY  
ARE VERY LIMITED 

While many in the MENA region may still desire 
self-determination, good governance, greater 
freedoms and civil liberties, the realities of 
today are such that it will be a long-term goal 
dependent on short-term progress and change. 

• Authoritarianism in many MENA countries 
has become more entrenched. The Trump 
administration and its policies has become 
part of the problem.

• Egypt’s coup brought a return to 
authoritarian rule, with violence, killing 
and repression greater than in any time in 
Egypt’s modern history. 

• Monarchies like Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

have become even more self-assertive, 
securitised states and they have sought to 
lead a Middle East coalition in the region 
and counter the influence of Iran. 

• Iran has become more alienated and 
entrenched.

• Conflict resolution in Syria and Libya remain 
critical issues.

• Tunisia is the only significant example of 
a transition to constitutional democratic 
governance albeit with strongly divided and 
contending parties. 

 
Joe Biden and a Democrat government will 
face many challenges. Biden will be rebuilding 
diplomatic bridges to the international 
community: the UN, NATO, WHO, EU and key 
European allies. Biden is a politician with a long 
record in Foreign Affairs on the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee which he once chaired, 
and eight years as Vice President of the United 
States.

But a Biden presidency faces a greater challenge; 
a Trump legacy which has greatly altered 
and weakened the United States’ position in 
the Middle East. Trump’s conduct of foreign 
policy has become part of the problem, 
not the solution in the MENA region and in 
Israel, creating a major challenge for a Biden 
administration.

A US position and role in many parts of the 
Middle East will not necessarily improve 
significantly should Trump lose the 2020 
election. Indeed, Trump has greatly weakened 
the United States’ position in the Middle East, 
creating a situation that will challenge a new 
administration. Having skill, resources, and 
dedication would no doubt help a future 
administration, but the hole Trump has dug is 
deep and only growing deeper.
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MOVEMENT FOR DEMOCRACY

Despite the United States being a major player 
in the region, no US administration will be a real 
supporter of democratic change in the Middle 
East and North Africa. The reality is democracy 
still does not exist in the governments in the 
MENA region. The movement for democracy 
is seen mostly in civil society and social 
movements and the best hope for democracy’s 
motion forward will be through civil society. 

However, the US power elites have no interest in 
supporting these movements, particularly those 
closer to the centre of power.  

WAR ON TERROR

The Global War on Terror is still the dominant 
operational framework for US foreign policy. 
This reality pre-dates the Trump administration, 
but Trump has brought an incredible extremism 
with him, especially in regard to Israel and 
Palestine with the moving of the embassy to 
Jerusalem, recognition of the illegal occupation 
of the Golan Heights, cutting funding to 
UNRWA, the acceptance of a plan for Israeli 
annexation of the West Bank, and support for 
strikes in Gaza. 

How much will Washington’s 
Middle East legacy change with 
the 2020 Elections?

In order to understand how much 
Washington’s Middle East legacy 
will change with the upcoming US 

elections, two major questions are 
important to consider:  What will 
change? What will remain the same? 

Phyllis Bennis
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APPRAISAL OF US FOREIGN POLICY 

Trump’s policies will not be qualitatively 
different from past US foreign policy, but 
quantitatively different. With a second Trump 
term, not much will change from his first term: 
there will be the continued danger of building 
up the Israel-Saudi alliance against Iran, military 
aid, and arms sales to different players in the 
region will remain the same, bombers and 
drones will continue to be deployed. With 
a second Trump term, the United States will 
continue to support, to legitimise and to enable 
absolute monarchs, fake “democrats”, and 
military dictators, just as it had prior to Trump’s 
presidency. 

With a Biden administration, there will be a 
return to an era of ‘endless wars’. The Global War 
on Terror apparatus will continue in the same 
way it functioned under President Obama, with 
airstrikes, drones, and troops on the ground. In 
Afghanistan, not much will change either. The 
continuous killing of civilians will continue and 
democracy will not be built. One of Biden’s top 
advisors will be Susan Rice who was a supporter 
of the Iraq War and one of the main voices who 
pushed for Obama to join NATO in Libya. 

There will be a few big changes from Trump’s 
first term to a Biden victory. Because of his own 
role in the JCPOA (Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action) as Vice President under Obama, Biden 
will feel compelled to support a return to the 
Iran Nuclear Deal but crippling sanctions against 
Iran will remain. He is likely to support an end to 
the Muslim Ban and the continuous cutting of 
refugee quotas, and he will support a return to 
funding WHO and UNRWA. However, regardless 
of who becomes President in the November 

elections, “democracy” is not on the MENA 
agenda for the United States except to justify 
the same policies it always has. 
 
SHIFTS IN DISCOURSE ON ISRAEL  
AND PALESTINE

What is interesting is that currently the United 
States is divided between members of Congress 
and voters on foreign policy issues, especially in 
relation to Israel and Palestine. There has been a 
discourse shift – years in the making – on Israel 
and Palestine. Support for Israel is more partisan 
today. Support for BDS is stronger and no longer 
fringe. Palestinian rights are central in many 
movements. 

These shifts are in both public discourse and in 
the media. Beyond Israel and Palestine, there 
is a public, media and especially congressional 
openness to challenging Saudi alliance – 
especially regarding Yemen, human rights 
violations, and even arms sales. While pressure 
from the Progressive Party has resulted in 
enormous shifts for Biden on domestic issues 
(climate, immigration, economics), there has not 
been a similar shift in Biden’s own foreign policy 
platform, despite public discourse shifting.   
 
ELECTION OUTCOME NOT A GAME-
CHANGER

The United States will not be a source of 
pressure for democratisation in the MENA region 
no matter who wins in November. It will also not 
be the source of a just solution on the issue of 
Israel and Palestine based on international law, 
human rights, and equality. However, getting 
rid of Trump will end the enabling of US foreign 
policy’s most extremist components. 

With a Biden administration, there will be a 
return to an era of ‘endless wars’. The Global War 
on Terror apparatus will continue in the same 
way it functioned under President Obama
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The short answer is no. Arguably, there are 
areas where a Biden Administration might 
pursue policies that might restrict the behavior 
of authoritarian US allies in the region, 
thus creating better political conditions 
for democratic change, but this is far from 
guaranteed and entirely debatable.  

If one follows Joe Biden’s career and his public 
statements, there is very little evidence that 
points to a moral commitment or even interest 
in the question of democracy in the Middle East. 
In fact, all the evidence points in the opposite 
direction.  

Consider Joe Biden’s infamous gaffe at the 
onset of the Arab Spring. When protests 
began in Egypt in late January 2011, he gave 
an interview to PBS News where he was asked 
if Hosni Mubarak – a member of the Egyptian 
military who held power for 30 years – was a 
dictator? He replied: “Mubarak has been an ally 
of ours in a number of things and he’s been very 
responsible… [but] I would not refer to him as a 
dictator.”

Will Joe Biden be better? 
PROSPECTS FOR DEMOCRACY IN THE 
MIDDLE EAST AFTER DONALD TRUMP

Will the election of Joe Biden 
as President of the United 
States increase the prospects 

for democracy in the Middle East? Will 
his rise to power shift American policy 
in any significant way that might open 
the doors to democratisation in the 
Arab-Islamic world?

Dr Nader Hashemi

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/exclusive-biden-mubarak-is-not-a-dictator-but-people-have-a-right-to-protest
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While this comment is now long forgotten, it 
reveals something important about Biden: he 
posits a mainstream establishment view of the 
Middle East. As a US Senator from Delaware, 
he was a longstanding member and eventual 
chairperson of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee. A close reading of his statements as 
a member of this committee would likely turn 
up very few surprises in terms of the question of 
democracy in the Middle East and his enduring 
support for the authoritarian status quo.

 
A FRAMEWORK FOR UNDERSTANDING

The best way to visualise how a future President 
Joe Biden might approach the Middle East 
is to remember that he was Barack Obama’s 
vice-president for eight years. On all the key 
decisions that President Obama made from 
2009 to 2016, Joe Biden was consulted and he 
helped shape Obama’s policy decisions on the 
Middle East. To date, no evidence has surfaced 
of discord between Obama and Biden on Middle 
East policy.

As with previous US governments, the Obama-
Biden administration approached the Middle 
East through the framework of “security” and 
“stability.” The emphasis on stability translates 
into American support for authoritarian regimes 
in the Middle East who protect American 
interests. These regimes, many of which are 
despotic in their rule, are sometimes referred 
to as our “moderate Arab allies.” But the term 

“moderate” refers to a willingness to accept US 
foreign policy aims and goals; it does not refer 
to how these allies govern or protect the rights 
of their own citizens. The most prominent of 
these regional allies are led by dictators such 
as General El-Sisi in Egypt, Mohammed bin 
Salman in Saudi Arabia, and Mohammed bin 
Zayed in the United Arab Emirates. The logical 
consequence that flows from American support 
for these authoritarian regimes is to view 
democratic movements in the Middle East with 
deep suspicion and skepticism. This calculation 
is unlikely to change if Biden becomes the next 
American president. 

Biden is strongly pro-Israel with a right-wing 
Zionist sensibility. In response to an idea floated 
by Bernie Sanders that the United States should 
leverage aid to Israel to win concessions for a 
broader peace settlement with the Palestinians, 
Biden stated that such an undertaking would 
be a “gigantic mistake” and that it would be 
“absolutely outrageous” to pressure Israel in this 
manner.

An Israeli alliance with Arab authoritarian 
regimes has emerged in recent years. What it 
has in common is opposition to Iranian policy 
in the region. But there is another core interest 
that binds these countries together: they share 
a firm opposition to regional democratisation. 
This was on display during the Arab Spring 
when both Israel and the Gulf States viewed the 
Arab Spring uprisings with disdain and a clear 
sense of foreboding. The sympathies of the 

In keeping with the Obama and Trump 
Administrations, Biden will adopt a counter-
terrorism approach to the Middle East.

https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/joe-biden-opposes-cutting-military-aid-to-israel-gigantic-mistake-606537
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Obama-Biden Administration during this time 
were rhetorically torn between American values 
rooted in support for democracy and human 
rights versus long standing American support 
for authoritarian allies. The tension between 
these two positions was resolved when the 
2013 military coup took place in Egypt. The 
Obama-Biden Administration openly backed 
the coup by first, refusing to call it a coup and 
then stating that the military was “restoring 
democracy” in Egypt. Saudi Arabia and the UAE 
financed the rise and consolidation of power by 
El-Sisi, while Israel cheered from the sidelines.  

In keeping with the Obama and Trump 
Administrations, Biden will adopt a counter-
terrorism approach to the Middle East. Biden has 
articulated a strategy of “counterterrorism plus.” 
This policy opposes large troop deployments 
to the Middle East while emphasising attacks 
against terrorist networks in other countries 
using drones and US Special Forces. A resurgent 
ISIS will be confronted by this approach. One 
of the obvious shortcomings of this policy is 
that it is very short term focused, and it fails 
to substantially address the root causes of 
militancy in the Arab-Islamic world. 

 
FROM TRUMP TO BIDEN

Should Biden be elected president, it is likely 
that he will immediately attempt to distance 
himself rhetorically, from many of Trump’s 
policies, including American foreign policy 
toward the Middle East. 

A new foreign policy speech laying out 
Biden’s vision for the world may include 
limited criticism of the Saudi Crown Prince, 
Mohammed bin Salman. Key issues that are 
likely to be addressed are the assassination of 
Jamal Khashoggi and the Saudi war in Yemen. 

On the latter issue, American military sales to 
US allies involved in the war on Yemen may be 
temporarily restricted, a move that has broad 
support among the American public and in 
Congress. There may also be a passing reference 
that affirms US opposition to Israeli settlement 
construction in the West Bank. On the critical 
issue of American support for democracy and 
human rights in the Middle East, Joe Biden has 
already laid his cards on the table.  

On August 29, 2020, the Biden-Harris campaign 
released a document called: “Joe Biden and 
the Arab-American Community: A Plan for 
Partnership.” It condemns rising anti-Arab/
Muslim bigotry, pledges to include Arabs/
Muslims in a Biden-Harris administration, and 
acknowledges the contributions that Arabs/
Muslims have made to the “fabric of our nation.” 
On the question of democracy in the Middle 
East, Biden engages in a common contradiction 
that has defined America’s approach to the 
region for over 50 years.

At the end of this document, Biden discusses 
the theme of democracy and international 
affairs. He states that “as the world’s leading 
democracy [sic]” the United States has a moral 
“responsibility to defend and advance rights and 
dignity.” Doing so can lead to “a more peaceful, 
more secure world” and that “we must not 
refrain from condemning violations of universal 
rights.” 

When it comes to the Middle East, however, 
his tone noticeably shifts and more qualifying 
language is adopted. “A Biden Administration’s 
relationships with Middle Eastern states led 
by authoritarian leaders will take into greater 
consideration human rights and democratic 
principles” (emphasis added). Biden pledges 
never to do what Trump has done, openly 
call the leader of Egypt, “my favorite dictator.” 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-23543744
https://www.cfr.org/election2020/candidate-tracker/joe-biden
https://joebiden.com/joe-biden-and-the-arab-american-community-a-plan-for-partnership/
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Translation: under the leadership of President 
Joe Biden, authoritarian US allies will continue to 
be supported in the Middle East but this support 
will take place quietly.  

The question then arises as to how a President 
Biden might respond to a resurgence of popular 
protests in the Arab world? How might he 
respond to another Arab Spring moment? Biden 
is certainly more susceptible than Trump to the 
argument that American support for human 
rights and democracy are core American values 
that should be supported globally. When it 
comes to public demonstrations in countries 
that are US adversaries in the Middle East, there 
will likely be immediate support for protesters, 
along with open support for political change, 
including the removal of authoritarian leaders. 
But a distinction is likely to be made when it 
comes to American allies in the region, with a 
wait-and-see approach adopted. 

If protests gain widespread popular support (in 
a country backed by Washington), the United 
States’ backing for this regime will be coupled 
with initial demands for reform with the ultimate 
goal of preserving the authoritarian status quo 
with perhaps some cosmetic changes. Restraint 
and de-escalation will be asked from “all sides.” 
If the United States-backed regime falls, Biden 
would shift gear to support a democratic 
transition but with extreme reluctance. If a 
counter-revolution takes place, Biden will 
support it in exactly the same manner that 
Obama supported the toppling of the Morsi 

government in Egypt, in the name of regional 
stability and Israel’s security. 

 
BIDEN AND IRAN

There is one area where a Joe Biden presidency 
could significantly help the prospects for 
democracy in the Middle East, albeit indirectly: 
namely, US policy toward Iran.

When the Iran nuclear agreement was signed in 
2015, democratic forces inside Iran celebrated 
the deal for reasons that are not difficult to 
discern. The nuclear agreement removed the 
threat of war, required the removal of economic 
sanctions and held the promise of re-integrating 
Iran into the international community both 
culturally and in terms of its economy. Iranian 
pro-democracy forces calculated that over the 
long term, these developments would create 
better internal social conditions for democratic 
activism. 

The election of Trump put an end to these 
hopes, as the nuclear agreement was 
subsequently revoked. Should Trump be 
defeated in the 2020 election, Biden would 
likely sign back onto the Iran nuclear agreement 
(though its terms may be modified). Recall, 
this agreement was touted as one of the major 
foreign policy achievements of the Obama-
Biden administration. As per a renewed 
agreement, lifting the sanctions on Iran 
would allow Iran’s sizeable middle class – who 

There is one area where a Joe Biden presidency 
could significantly help the prospects for 
democracy in the Middle East, albeit indirectly: 
namely, US policy toward Iran.
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constitute the core base of support for Iran’s 
pro-democracy movement – to breathe again. 

Trump’s cancellation of the nuclear agreement 
delivered a predictable setback to Iranian 
society. The Iranian economy suffered a major 
blow due to the imposition of American 
sanctions, inflation skyrocketed, and the Iranian 
rial lost nearly 80 percent of its value. The 
Iranian middle and lower classes, and not the 
Islamic Republic Guard Corps, have been most 
affected by these developments. Among Iran’s 
large youth population that yearns for political 
change, the focus is no longer on mobilising to 
resist the policies of the Islamic Republic, but on 
economic survival and emigration.

Iranian hardliners are benefiting financially 
and ideologically from Trump’s hawkish Iran 
policy. The Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
have expanded their smuggling networks to 
reap huge profits from US sanctions. They no 
longer need to compete in a free market. This 
development also allows them to expand their 
patron-clientele networks to increase their 
influence among a beleaguered and desperate 
population. 

Ideologically, Iranian hardliners led by the 
Supreme Leader, have also benefited from 
Trump’s new foreign policy. These ideologues 
are now able to invoke themes of Iranian 
nationalism and they repeatedly advise Iranian 
society that the United States cannot be trusted 
to honor its commitments. As such, they have 
argued the United States is the Iranian people’s 
implacable foe who must forever be resisted. 

Hardliners are also scoring points against 
Iranian reformist forces who are being blamed 
for compromising Iran’s national security by 
supporting a nuclear deal that has produced few 
benefits in return. A common refrain is that we 

“gave up our crown jewel for a lollipop.” In other 
words, Iran’s nuclear program was given up for 
entirely negligible economic gain. And thus as 
the threat of a military confrontation looms on 
the horizon, Iranian reformists are once again on 
the defensive. 

In the lead-up to and in the aftermath of 
the Iranian nuclear accord, there were deep 
factional rivalries among Iran’s ruling elite. 
At issue were two visions of Iranian foreign 
policy: engagement and diplomacy with the 
international community versus isolation and 
confrontation. In response to Trump’s new 
hawkish Iran policy, instead of elite conflict 
and diffusion, there is growing factional 
unity in response to foreign threats. These 
developments strengthen the leadership of the 
Islamic Republic and undermine prospects for 
democratic change within Iran.

By returning US policy to the orientation of the 
Obama period, these internal developments 
that bolster authoritarianism within Iran 
may be rolled back. Whether a change in US 
policy will translate into a positive net gain for 
democracy in Iran, remains to be seen; there are 
no guarantees. What is certain in the short term, 
however, is that Trump’s Iran policy has been a 
colossal disaster for Iranian democratic forces, 
and any shift in American policy would not only 
be welcomed by them, but would bolster their 
efforts for reform and political change.

https://www.hrw.org/news/2019/10/29/iran-sanctions-threatening-health
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My central argument is that the evolution 
of these movements, and in particular their 
relationship with democratisation efforts is 
inextricably linked with American security 
priorities and policies in the Middle East, often 
informing key decisions by movement leaders.

Lost Democracy and the fate 
of the Islamists

Over the past three decades, 
US foreign policy and the 
struggle for democracy in the 

Arab region have more often than 
not overlapped with the question of 
political Islam and its place in Arab 
societies. By virtue of the political 
realities that have shaped much of 
the region in recent years, the United 
States has traditionally found itself 
on the side of the region’s autocratic 
rulers: financing them, arming them, 
and providing them with diplomatic 
cover, all while claiming that its 
ultimate aim is democratisation. This 
blatant contradiction is not news, but 
what I would like to explore further 
is how this dynamic has actually 
shaped the discourse of the Islamist 
opposition, helping to determine the 
trajectories that they have followed 
and where they find themselves 
today. 

Dr Abdullah Al-Arian
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US FOREIGN POLICY AND DEMOCRACY-
PROMOTION

Those who study US foreign policy assiduously 
would note that the US has always subsumed 
its discourse on democratisation beneath 
the overriding priorities regarding security 
and strategic interests. Throughout the Cold 
War, for example, the question of democracy 
promotion became secondary to the need to 
challenge the Soviet Union and to stop the 
spread of communism. This entailed supporting 
rightwing dictatorships and intervening 
militarily, if need be, in all corners of the world. 
In the Middle East and North Africa, a number 
of popular social movements inspired by 
Islamic values and principles emerged largely 
in opposition to secular military dictatorships, 
or in the case of Saudi Arabia, in opposition 
to a monarchy that relied on religious claims 
to legitimacy. In either case, the local conflict 
was one between movements that claimed 
popular legitimacy and an authentic modernist 
interpretation of the Islamic tradition (this 
largely refers to movements like the Egyptian 
Muslim Brotherhood and its various branches 
and offshoots throughout the region), against 
regimes that at times struggled to secure their 
legitimacy and relied in large part on external 
support to prop them up economically and 
militarily. 

For its part, the United States was largely 
dismissive of local civil society movements 
and limited its policies to securing these 
regimes. Of course, one notable exception 
followed the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 
1979, at which time an indigenous resistance 
movement was aided by a regional effort 
made up of Islamist forces and regional powers 
with the full blessing and logistical, military, 
and economic support of the US. But while it 
deemed an Islamist movement beneficial for 

the anti Soviet campaign in Afghanistan, the 
US remained committed in its staunch support 
to the authoritarian regimes elsewhere, against 
the desires of local populations for a more 
representative form of government.

 
END OF THE COLD WAR AND NEW 
SECURITY PRIORITIES 

The end of the Cold War did not bring about 
any serious change to this dynamic. The case 
of Algeria is most emblematic in this regard. 
In 1989, yielding to popular pressure, the 
government approved a series of constitutional 
amendments that would open the political 
scene to multiparty competition. The leading 
opposition movement consolidated beneath 
the banner of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS) 
and contested the elections in 1990-91. When it 
became apparent that the Islamist party would 
emerge victorious and likely lead the new 
government, the military canceled the elections, 
outlawed the independent parties, arrested 
their supporters and waged a bloody crackdown 
that resulted in a ten-year civil war that claimed 
nearly 200,000 lives, according to some 
estimates. The US and most of its allies including 
France and Britain, had very little to say about 
the blatant disregard for democratic norms and 
the brutal crackdown that ensued, and in fact 
shielded the Algerian military from criticism and 
continued to support it.

This presents an important question: with the 
end of the Cold War, what new security priorities 
would preclude support for democratic 
initiatives in countries such as Algeria, and 
later on in other parts of the Middle East? For 
many, the answer to this question probably 
lies in the events of September 11, 2001, and 
the war on terror that followed it. In fact, the 
US was actively projecting the notion of an 
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Islamic threat more than a decade earlier, and 
was clearly shifting its narrative and resources 
to combatting that threat in the form of robust 
anti-terror legislation, as well as a number of 
military interventions, and continued support 
for authoritarian regimes in their internal 
crackdowns as well.

 
THE 9/11 AFTERMATH

Given this track record, whatever democratic 
agenda that came about in the aftermath 
of 9/11 has to be viewed in light of the 
advancement of US strategic objectives. The 
democratisation initiatives in Afghanistan and 
Iraq were extensions of a military invasion and 
occupation intended to secure US interests first 
and foremost. Support for democracy often 
shifted purely based on what the expected 
outcomes would be: at one point, the Bush 
administration simultaneously called for new 
elections in Palestine in the hope that Hamas 
would be ousted from power, while rebutting 
calls for new elections in Lebanon for fear that 
candidates affiliated with Hezbollah would make 
significant gains based on the group’s perceived 
popularity in that moment. Meanwhile in Egypt, 
the US nudged the Hosni Mubarak regime 
to create a democratic opening that allowed 
Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated candidates a seat 
at the table in the 2005 elections, provided that 
they accept the legitimacy of Mubarak’s rule, 
and more crucially, the hereditary project that 
would see power handed down to Mubarak’s 

son Gamal upon his father’s death. Then in 2010, 
when the regime changed the electoral laws to 
not even allow symbolic representation for the 
opposition, the US had very little to say about 
the undoing of even the superficial appearance 
of a democratic opening.

 
ARAB SPRING AND THE 
COUNTERREVOLUTIONARY BLOC

This brings us to the Arab uprisings which 
launched in 2010-11. There are a few important 
points worth mentioning: 

1) It is crucial to take note of how opposition 
groups and particularly Islamist actors were 
placed in a position, over a series of decades, 
to essentially “prove” their democratic 
commitments. By securitising these 
movements and placing them in the binary 
of either terrorist outlaw or non-violent 
democrat, it meant that the ideological 
evolution that these movements underwent 
was often influenced and tempered by these 
pressures. This is not to say the commitment 
to democracy was purely an outcome of 
external factors. One can, for instance, look at 
Tunisia, Rachid al-Ghannouchi and the Islamic 
Tendency Movement, today’s Ennahda 
Party, and see that those roots go very deep, 
back to the early 1980s, when those kinds 
of demands for democratic bonafides of 
Islamists were not particularly strong. But 
what this means is that the evolution of 

Whatever democratic agenda that came 
about in the aftermath of 9/11 has to be 
viewed in light of the advancement of US 
strategic objectives.
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Islamist thought found itself cornered in such 
a way that it had to mold itself on the basis of 
a kind of checklist of expectations that were 
not necessarily internal to the movement 
or its frames of reference, but rather the 
expectations of some Washington DC think 
tank report. There are many implications 
for this, but one that I would point out is: if 
a movement is caught between this binary 
of terrorist outlaw or non-violent democrat, 
what does it do when confronted by a 
revolution that comes along and aims to 
forge a new political arrangement that does 
away with the prior system of rule? This is 
the position in which many of these parties 
found themselves in early 2011.

2) Another point has to do with the ways in 
which we are defining democracy, not only 
for the purposes of this discussion, but more 
broadly in the competing discourses over 
US foreign policy, revolutionary politics, and 
the place of Islamist parties in the contested 
political arrangements of the past two 
decades. Many would agree that what we 
have seen in Afghanistan and Iraq for nearly 
two decades now does not correspond with 
our notion of democracy, even though we 
have plenty of great photographs of inked 
thumbs and lines outside of polling stations. 
Nor, for that matter, should democracy in 
a post-authoritarian context such as that in 
Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia have been viewed 
purely based on the frequency of citizens 
going to the polls. In other words, procedural 
democracy alone is quite a narrow definition 
and falls short in addressing some of the 
root issues in ensuring rule of law, equality of 
citizenship, economic justice, representative 
rule, and the ability to bridge political 
divides.

So we are now nearly a decade removed from 
the events of the Arab uprisings. It is useful to 
take stock of the current position of the various 
actors involved in those events. A determined 
counterrevolutionary bloc led primarily by the 
governments of Saudi Arabia and the UAE has 
seemingly succeeded in upending the post-
Mubarak transition in Egypt by sponsoring a 
military coup, destroying the protest movement 
in Bahrain with foreign military intervention, 
and are chiefly responsible for the descent 
into civil war in Libya and Yemen, while 
playing a destructive role in Syria and Iraq. 
After successive attempts to thwart Tunisia’s 
transition to democracy, we have seen that the 
counterrevolutionary forces have yet again tried 
to destabilise the government recently. Their 
aims are quite clear: to restore authoritarian 
systems of rule across the region and ensure 
that similar popular challenges such as the ones 
that arose ten years ago cannot occur again. 

 
ROLE OF THE ISLAMISTS

What is less clear is how the various 
revolutionary factions, civil society actors, and 
citizens who participated in these events will 
respond to these current realities. I have been 
cautious about declaring the era of the Arab 
uprisings “over” — taking the long historical 
view means that events of this magnitude do 
not get resolved within a news cycle, or even a 
matter of a few years. There have been enough 
reverberations of the initial protests to suggest 
as much. Last September, Egyptians mobilised 
in response to revelations of corruption by 
a disgruntled contractor working for the 
Sisi regime, which has failed to establish its 
legitimacy or stabilise the country more than 
seven years since the coup. 
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In terms of the Islamist groups in particular, 
it is important to point out that they did not 
initiate the mass protest movements, though 
they sought to be their primary beneficiaries 
by relying on the brief democratic opening to 
transform themselves from outlawed opposition 
movement to elected political party. In that 
sense, their interests overlapped with those 
of the broader protest movement but only 
for a brief moment, after which they sought 
to consolidate their own (democratic) gains at 
the expense of a truly transformative process 
to address the structural injustices inherent 
to the authoritarian system. In doing so, 
whatever broad consensus may have existed 
at some stage of the revolutionary moment 
was significantly eroded, and that is only on 
the political level, not to say anything of the 
deeper ideological divisions that arose around 
the question of what an Islamist form of 
government would actually look like. 

So in that regard, these groups, the majority 
of which have been suppressed, imprisoned, 
exiled, or assaulted militarily, face a second 
challenge in addition to their own survival, 
and that is, envision a path forward as part 
of a broader popular opposition, a challenge 
that requires changes in both style as well as 
substance: “style” in terms of the means by 
which they frame their politics and engage with 
other social and political forces, and “substance” 

in terms of a more coherent program for an 
Islamist project within a pluralistic, democratic 
landscape.

POTENTIAL IMPACT OF US ELECTIONS 

In regards to the potential impact of the US 
elections, it is certainly true that the past four 
years have been absolutely abysmal in terms of 
a US administration that has granted free rein to 
the counterrevolutionary forces in the region, 
with absolutely devastating consequences for 
the people of Yemen, Libya, Palestine, Syria, 
Iraq, Lebanon, and beyond. But I do think it is 
still important to temper expectations for a US 
administration managed by the Democratic 
Party. It was after all, the Obama administration, 
with Joe Biden as vice-president that enabled 
the coup in Egypt to happen, that aided the 
Saudi war on Yemen, and saw Libya’s post-
Ghaddafi transition upended by the ambitions 
of another aspiring military dictator. 

It is certainly reasonable to expect that a Biden 
administration may pull back the reins on some 
of the unrestrained abuses, especially in Libya 
and Yemen, and perhaps call on the Sisi regime 
to find a political resolution to its continued 
repression of the opposition, but there is not 
likely to be a fundamental rethinking of US 
policy nor a renewed push for democratisation. 

The Obama administration, with Biden as 
Vice-President… enabled the coup in Egypt, 
aided the Saudi war on Yemen, and saw 
Libya’s post-Ghaddafi transition upended [by] 
another aspiring military dictator.



U S  2 02 0 E L E C T I O N S  A N D  P R O S P E C T S  O F  D E M O C R A C Y  I N  T H E  M E N A  R E G I O N

24

Dr Nader Al-Hashemi is Director of the Centre for Middle East Studies and an 
Associate Professor of Middle East and Islamic Politics at the Josef Korbel School 
of International Studies at the University of Denver. He is the author of Islam, 
Secularism and Liberal Democracy: Toward a Democratic Theory for Muslim Societies 
(Oxford University Press, 2009) and co-editor of The People Reloaded: The Green 
Movement and the Struggle for Iran’s Future (Melville House, 2011), The Syria Dilemma 
(MIT Press, 2013) and Sectarianisation: Mapping the New Politics of the Middle East 
(Oxford University Press, 2017).

John L. Esposito is a University Professor of Religion and International Affairs 
and of Islamic Studies and Founding Director of the Prince Alwaleed bin Talal 
Centre for Muslim-Christian Understanding and of The Bridge Initiative: Protecting 
Pluralism – Ending Islamophobia at Georgetown University. In 2019 he was S. 
Rajaratnam Professor of Strategic Studies, Rajaratnam School of International 
Studies, Singapore. His has authored more than 55 books on the Middle East, Islam, 
Violence and Democracy. A former President of the American Academy of Religion 
and Middle East Studies Association of North America, he is a member of the World 
Economic Forum’s Council of 100 Leaders and the E.C. European Network of Experts 
on De-Radicalisation, a Senior Scientist for The Gallup Centre for Muslim Studies, 
and ambassador for the UN Alliance of Civilisations. 
 

Phyllis Bennis is a Fellow of the Institute for Policy Studies in Washington, and 
of the Amsterdam-based Transnational Institute. She writes and speaks widely 
across the U.S. and internationally on Middle East issues including Palestine-Israel, 
US wars and US foreign policy – appearing in the media, lecturing at universities 
and teach-ins, briefing parliamentarians and government officials.  She is a co-
founder of the U.S. Campaign for Palestinian Rights and currently serves on the 
national board of Jewish Voice for Peace and the board of the Afro-Middle East 
Centre in Johannesburg. Her books include Understanding the Palestinian-Israeli 
Conflict: A Primer, and Understanding ISIS and the New Global War on Terror. She has 
served as an informal adviser to several top UN officials on Palestine issues and was 
short-listed twice to become the UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in the 
Occupied Territory. 
 

PROFILES

Dr Abdullah Al-Arian is an Associate Professor of history at Georgetown University 
in Qatar where he specialises in the modern Middle East and the study of Islamic 
social movements. He is the author of Answering the Call: Popular Islamic Activism 
in Sadat’s Egypt (Oxford University Press). His forthcoming book compares the 
historical experiences of Islamist movements in six different countries and will be 
published by Cambridge University Press. He is also editor of the Critical Currents in 
Islam page on the Jadaliyya website. 

Dr Anas Altikriti (webinar moderator) is the Founder and CEO of The Cordoba 
Foundation. He is a commentator and a Political Analyst for governmental and non-
governmental entities on strategic issues. A leading figure in the global Anti-War 
movement, Altikriti is an experienced hostage negotiator who helped secure the 
release of Christian peace campaigner Dr Norman Kember. 
 



U S  2 02 0 E L E C T I O N S  A N D  P R O S P E C T S  O F  D E M O C R A C Y  I N  T H E  M E N A  R E G I O N

25

The following questions were put to the panelists by guests in attendance 
and pre-submitted questions via email. 

Q. How do you see MENA-US partnerships evolving in the short-
term? Especially as they relate to the Russians and the Chinese?

Esposito: This will be a major challenge for whichever administration 
comes into office after these elections. For Trump, he’s backed away from 
China and cannot be trusted on Russia. Biden will take a more critical look 
at both countries, particularly at the role that Russia played in the 2016 
elections and afterwards. From him, a more consistent and balanced policy 
would be seen. 

Q. Why is the US not doing more to resolve the conflict in the 
GCC region: Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE?

Bennis: The United States has no interest in worrying about regional 
conflicts unless they affect their immediate interests in terms of arm sales, 
bases and trade. At-least for now, this conflict doesn’t have much of an 
impact on any of those things for the US (unless the United States’ base in 
Qatar feels threatened, the United States sees it as a rhetorical debate).

 
Q. Will a Biden presidency make a paradigm shift towards 
Turkey (and away from Saudi and the UAE)? Will this somehow 
affect the war in Yemen? 

Hashemi: No, I don’t think the Biden administration likes the fact that 
Turkey, under, President Erdogan is pursuing an independent foreign 
policy. 

The Biden administration will have to make a major decision on Saudi and 
Yemen. The War in Yemen has generated anger and condemnation for 
what Saudi Arabia is doing, but also, Americans are wanting to hold the 

DISCUSSION
The following questions were put to the panellists by guests in 
attendance as well as questions submitted via email.
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United States accountable for contributing to the war crimes in Yemen by 
virtue of supplying arms to Saudi Arabia. Resolutions passed in the United 
States Congress, in both Chambers, are calling for the suspension of arms 
sales to Saudi Arabia. The only thing that stopped it was Trump’s veto. A 
resolution can be passed again and Biden will sign it, even if he doesn’t 
want to have to be tough on Saudi. There is recognition at the grassroots 
and Congressional levels that it can no longer be business as usual with 
MBS. Therefore, Joe Biden will give tough speeches but not substantial 
changes. That’s still a positive shift though because this reconsideration 
of Saudi-US relations is being driven by human rights activists and NGOs 
lobbying their representatives. In that sense, there is somewhat of an 
opening for a possible shift in US-Saudi relations. 

 
Q. Is there a possibility of Islamists moving away from 
democratic politics and turning to violent forms of resistance 
against authoritarian regimes given the US disregard for 
democracy?

Al-Arian: I don’t see any signs of this from an organisational level. 
Ultimately, this contravenes what they’ve been preaching for the last 
century. From a functional perspective, it does not seem it would be 
impactful as a strategy to confront repressive regimes. 

 
Q. Do you think Egyptians are watching the November 
elections?

Al-Arian: The Egyptian government has been a very big supporter of this 
Trump administration so there would be more of a relaxation of the regime 
if Trump wins. There is nervousness with Biden even though there wouldn’t 
be a dramatic shift with a Biden administration. A Biden administration 
wouldn’t do anything that would threaten Sisi’s control on power but 
rhetoric would be stronger. 

 
Q. How will Biden’s running mate selection impact the MENA?

Esposito: Biden used to say that he didn’t used to follow the Middle East 
prior to his own Vice Presidency, so his role in the Middle East will be 
deeply affected by who he picks for Vice Presidency. 
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Q. How will Biden’s running mate selection impact the MENA?

Bennis: Susan Rice’s long history with Biden makes her a likely choice, 
and a disastrous one because of her support for past devastating policies 
in Iraq and Libya, etc. Biden never seems to acknowledge that he’s not a 
major expert on the Middle East so he doesn’t think he needs someone to 
make up for his lack of knowledge or experience with the region. 

 
Q. How would you characterise Muslim activism in this election? 

Bennis: Muslim activism has been amazing and growing, especially seen 
with the work against the Muslim Ban. [Activism] is more central now in 
these movements and there has been a rise of influence in the broader 
Progressive front.

Al-Arian: There has been an evolution of American Muslim political 
activism that was so heavily conditioned by 9/11 and the War on Terror and 
its disciplining effect on the leadership of most of the mainstream Muslim 
organisations being part of the securitisation of Muslim communities 
and massive civil liberty assaults on Muslims. There are encouraging 
developments today. 

Younger Muslim activists that are on the margins of these mainstream 
organisations and who are more progressive have led ways to forge 
coalitions with organisations working on racial justice, social economic 
justice issues, and healthcare. They are thinking first and foremost in 
domestic politics and they are less engaged with foreign policy and 
democratisation in the MENA region. There is a connection there though 
with something like a Muslim Ban which is an immigration issue but also a 
way to criminalise and securitise Muslims in the United States. 

 
Q. Foreign Policy made a statement that the MENA region is 
split between wanting a Trump and Biden presidency. Does that 
correlate with your reading of the region?

Hashemi: The MENA region, particularly those authoritarian regimes 
backed by the United States, are in deep panic mode. Many of these 
countries are stepping up repression because they don’t know if they’ll 
have as much room to do so without a Trump presidency, despite a Biden 
presidency not bringing about any substantial difference from Trump’s first 
term.
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