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Introduction by 
Dr Maha Azzam

Dr Maha Azzam is a member of the Board of Advisors at the Centre for 
British-Turkish Understanding, and the Head of the Egyptian Revolutionary 
Council. She is a former Associate Fellow at the Middle East and North Afri-
ca programme at Chatham House, and was also the Head of Programme on 
Security and Development in the Muslim States at the Royal United Services 
Institute for Defense Studies (RUSI).

’d like to welcome you all to today’s webinar, which is organised by the Centre for British- 
Turkish Understanding.

It gives me great pleasure to be chairing today’s meeting, which is entitled ‘U.S. Foreign Policy 
in the Middle East post-Trump. Will a Biden presidency be any different?’

We are here today in the first seminar of 2021 organised by the Centre for British-Turkish 
Understanding (CBTU). It’s part of a series of webinars that they’ve been holding. But I think 
today’s webinar is particularly timely, particularly significant, given the obvious challenges in 
the MENA area and also because of the obvious challenges that the U.S. administration itself 
will be facing domestically. How will it view what’s happening in MENA? How will it engage, 
given the very serious political and economic challenges of the region? Are we going to go 
back to a pre-Trump period with very little really changing in terms of new initiatives, or is 
there hope for a different kind of engagement and different initiatives? 

We have an excellent panel today, and I have been tasked with thanking the speakers on  
behalf of the chairman of CBTU, Abdurrahim Boynukalin, and on behalf of the Executive  
Director, Dr Abdullah Faliq. They are very grateful to the speakers for participating in this  
important webinar. 

As for the Centre for British-Turkish Understanding, I think it’s important that we say a few 
words about this platform. Of course, it’s there to engage on British-Turkish issues, but it is 
also a platform that discusses and debates issues concerning the wider MENA region. And 
that’s why we’re here today, to open up a discussion and to really try to get to grips with 
some of the key questions. We will have time, I hope at the end, after our speakers have 
finished their presentations, for a Q&A session. 

I

Are we going to go back to a pre-Trump period with very little 
really changing in terms of new initiatives , or is there hope for 
a different kind of engagement and different initiatives?

“
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U.S. Foreign Policy  
in the Middle East:  
History and Context

Vyvyan Kinross is a Board Member of the Council for Arab-British  
Understanding; author of Information Warriors: The Battle for Hearts and 
Minds In The Middle East.  He was a former UN advisor in Palestine to 
the Palestinian Authority. Currently, he works as a PR and communications 
specialist, advising governments on how to set up and manage their  
information and communications capacity. Kinross is a Member of the  
Society of Authors.

his is quite an occasion after the impeachment for the second time of President Donald 
Trump and the extraordinary scenes we have seen on Capitol Hill.   

Recent U.S. Foreign Policy history 
 
I want to start by briefly summarising some of the characteristics of immediate past U.S. 
foreign policy in the region, before looking to the future. Perhaps these are best described by 
using some simple labels.  

The era of American economic domination in the Middle East through ‘big oil’ and soft  
power lasted roughly from Suez in 1956 for the next 30 years, but things really changed when 
Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, when U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East entered 
a new age of intervention. This interventionism was undertaken to protect U.S. oil interests 
and export a republican vision for democracy in the region, and included Operations Desert 
Shield (1990); Desert Storm (1991); Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan (2001), and Iraqi  
Freedom (2003), where over 3,500 U.S. servicemen and women died. In 2011, with the  
withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq, the 20 year ‘age of intervention’ ended.   

Following 2011, the decade of disengagement began and persisted through the Obama 
years and into the Trump Presidency. The events of the Arab Spring in 2011, and of the Nile 
Spring in 2019, bookended this policy of disengagement. For the first time, public opinion 
in the region became an existential force, a potent phenomenon which I talked about in my 
book, Information Warriors. The Arab Spring fomented and shaped popular revolutions in 
Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Iraq, Libya and many other states, with the challenge to U.S. foreign pol-
icy in the region being posed by free speech and the phenomenon of extreme Islamism and 
jihadism, in particular the rise of Islamic State. 

The success of Islamic democracy, such as the election of Muhammad Morsi’s government in 
Egypt in 2013, which echoed the election of Hamas in Gaza in 2006, proved problematic for 

T
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the U.S. narrative of Arab governance through the ballot box. By 2017 and 2018, opinion polls 
in the region all showed that distrust of U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East had never been 
greater. One of Joe Biden’s challenges will be to try and re-establish trust in what America 
says and does.

‘The era of normalisation’ 

As the strategy of disengagement unfolded, the Syrian civil war escalated, and Russia moved 
into the gap left by U.S. withdrawal from the region. The revival of Kurdish ambitions, the 
exercising of interventionist muscle by Turkey in Syria, Libya and Azerbaijan as a counter to 
Russia, have contributed to the eclipse of the U.S. as a regional power. The rejection by Trump 
of the nuclear deal with Iran and the imposition of sanctions have stacked up more problems. 
The vacuum left by the departing United States is being filled by a new triumvirate of power 
brokers - Russia, Turkey and Iran.  Europe and the UK are largely absent from this reshuffle. 
During the Trump Presidency from 2019 onwards, I think we have entered a new era of U.S. 

foreign policy. We might call this ‘the age of normalisation’. 
This is Trump’s legacy. And this is what Joe Biden is walk-
ing into. 

Israel has had a great friend in Trump’s Republican United 
States. It has made immense progress towards preventing 
a Palestinian State. It has moved its capital to Jerusalem, 
where the U.S. embassy was relocated to; it has carried out 
a land grab in the West Bank by authorising many more 
settlements, and U.S. financial aid for Palestine has been 
withdrawn, including support for the UNRWA. The ‘Deal 
of the Century’ has been delivered by Jared Kushner and 
generated little traction.  

In this ‘era of normalisation’, Israel has so far drawn up deals with the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan and 
Morocco, which has now gained authority over the Western Sahara. In return, all are attract-
ed by American armament and opposition to Iran. Normalisation means that we are seeing 
some unexpected sights, such as restoration of flights between Tel Aviv and the Gulf, Israelis 
chilling on Dubai beaches, and tourism flourishing in Israel with Emiratis visiting Tel Aviv, 
‘party central’. There is even talk of joint economic projects, a ‘silicon wadi’ in Dubai. What will 
Biden do over the next four years with this legacy? 

The Biden Agenda

Of course, we don’t know the precise answer to the question of Biden’s agenda, but there are 
clues. First, he will set about restoring trust in the United States and will want to show leader-
ship. 

The current consensus is that Biden will establish the principles of democratic and liberal 
values as the core of relations between countries. He will try and place a fresh emphasis on 
human and civil rights to underpin U.S. foreign policy decisions, but the Middle East will be 
far from the top of the Biden’s foreign policy agenda, which will focus on relationships with 
China, the Far East and Russia. 
 
As the era of big oil has gone, the economics of new energy are changing U.S. priorities in the 
region. Shale, wind, and nuclear energy are all set to replace oil in time. So, in my view, Biden 

Israel has had a great 
friend in Trump’s 
Republican United 
States. It has made 
immense progress 
towards preventing 
a Palestinian State.

“
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is likely to try and change the tone and emphasis of policy towards Israel and Saudi Arabia, 
for example, but not the substance. He will force a stop to the Saudi backed war in Yemen. 
He, and new Secretary of State Anthony Blinken, will try to find a new Iran nuclear deal and 
move past raised rhetoric and damaging sanctions. He will also maintain the fight against ex-
tremist organisations. Biden will try and restore a closer relationship with Turkey, still a strong 
NATO ally and the chief antagonist to Russian interests in Syria, Armenia, Azerbaijan, and now 
Libya. However, he is unlikely to try and undo many of the Trump changes and will not pull 
back from the deals struck with Israel by the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan and Morocco.  The ‘age of 
normalisation’ is here to stay.     

Palestine

My fear in the Biden years is for the future of Palestine, and there are clear dangers for Pales-
tine in the near term. This is a moment of maximum danger, the gravest of which is that they 
have been sidelined. The United States, however, is likely to restart aid to the UN Relief and 
Works Agency and to the Palestinian Authority for education, health and security, and may 
publicly condemn Israel’s settlement strategy and its illegal export of Palestinian sourced and 
labeled goods. The Palestinian Authority and the rationale that brought it into being in 1993 
have nearly run its course. Mahmoud Abbas has become a supplicant and the West Bank and 
Gaza are on their knees.  Palestine is fast becoming a sideshow and there are few options. 
Can Palestine achieve statehood? Biden and Blinken will publicly push for a Palestinian State, 
but Biden is unlikely to produce his own peace plan, and many Palestinians would settle for 
much less now. 

This is just one question among many that the Biden years may have to answer. We shall see 
as the year unfolds and the emphasis moves further away from domestic issues. Thank you. 
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A Biden Presidency  
and the Middle East

Dr Dalia Fahmy is an Associate Professor of Political Science at Long Island 
University, and a visiting scholar that the Center for the Study of Genocide 
and Human Rights, Rutgers University. Her books include, The Rise  
and Fall of The Muslim Brotherhood and the Future of Political Islam  
(forthcoming); Arab Spring: Modernity, Identity and Change;  
and Illiberal Intelligentsia and the Future of Egyptian Democracy.   

Collapse of historic pillars of stability

President Elect Joe Biden is not a stranger to the Middle East and North Africa, but the re-
gion’s entire landscape has changed as a result of multiple geopolitical factors. For decades, 
both Egypt and Saudi Arabia have long been twin pillars of stability in the region whereas 
today they have become sources of deep instability. Despite serious internal economic and 
socio-political challenges that can no longer be controlled by government suppression, 
neither country has shown any hesitation in their involvement with external disputations 
such as Saudi Arabia’s fomenting of conflict in Yemen, Egypt’s support of Haftar in Libya and 
its battle with Ethiopia regarding the damming of the Nile. As these historic pillars of stability 
crumble, we witness the increasing prominence and power of countries such as Turkey and 
Qatar in the region.

Marginalisation of Palestine 

Simultaneously, the so-called normalisation of relations between the UAE, Bahrain, Sudan 
and Israel brokered by the U.S. with the reluctant agreement of Saudi Arabia has led to the 
marginalisation of the Palestinian issue. This is a matter of deep concern to many in the Arab 
world. During his term, Trump secured the Abraham Accords - normalisation agreements 
between Israel and its Arab neighbors, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain. 

Furthermore, the end of the Iran Nuclear program and a shift in its regional aspirations as an 
influence in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and Yemen are growing causes of concern for several states; 
as is the rising power and growing influence of the UAE in the region and its ability to desta-
bilise and affect internal change in several countries.

Meanwhile, there remain millions of internally displaced people and refugees from the war-
torn areas, representing a collective humanitarian crisis. All of this serves as a shifting back-
drop that has changed the Middle East as Biden knew it.
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Middle East challenges for Biden

Looking ahead, it is anticipated that the Middle East will confront President Biden with  
several particular challenges. The first of these is that expectations from local state actors 
from the new administration will be very high. Most pressingly, regional states need help 
fighting the coronavirus. Countries like Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan, and Egypt will expect support 
and financial assistance to get back on their feet. 

These expectations will, naturally, extend throughout the region. Many are conflicting. For 
instance, Israel will want to maintain its special relationship established under Kushner and 
Iran will expect the U.S. to return to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) as well 
as for all the sanctions imposed by the Trump administration to be lifted. Likewise, Saudi 
Arabia and the Gulf states will wish to see their close relationship with the US and access to 
American armaments to continue, and for Iran to be contained.

These all then beg the question: What do the peoples in the countries of the MENA region 
expect from a President Biden? With few exceptions, most live under autocratic regimes and 
will want the United States to pressure their governments to show respect for human rights 
and to free political prisoners and dissidents.

Multilateralism and stability

While Trump preferred bilateral relations that were often based on his personal ties with for-
eign leaders, Biden is expected to adopt a more multilateral approach. And while there may 
not be a sharp change in U.S. foreign policy toward the region, there will certainly be a differ-
ent tone and different type of engagement. In this regard, the region is also expecting a more 
stable foreign policy under Biden, or at least one that is somewhat predictable. 

What we learned during Trump’s tenure is that transactional foreign policy created too much 
chaos, and caused the U.S. to lose credibility as foreign policy brokers, particularly by U.S. 
counterparts in Europe.  

While Biden is inheriting a different Middle East, in many ways the expectations of him are 
high in that he must both maintain a semblance of stability, and also usher in a new era of 
human rights and democracy. The challenges he faces will be made even more complicated 
by the fact that he may not be able to maintain stability and democracy at home. 

While Trump preferred bilateral relations that were often based 
on his personal ties with foreign leaders, Biden is expected to 
adopt a more multilateral approach. And while there may not be 
a sharp change in U.S. foreign policy toward the region, there will 
certainly be a different tone and different type of engagement.

“
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How a Biden presidency is 
likely to differ from Trump 

Hugh Miles is the founder of ArabDigest.org and an award-winning author and 
investigative journalist specialising in the MENA region. He was a Specialist 
Producer for BBC 2 series, “House of Saud – Family at War”, also BBC’s “Saudi 
Crown Prince on Trial”. In 2015 he broke the news that a senior Saudi prince 
was calling for regime change in Riyadh, and in 2016, he exposed the Saudi 
government’s secret programme to kidnap Saudi defectors and dissidents liv-
ing in Europe. Miles is the author of Al Jazeera: How Arab TV News 
Challenged the World and Playing Cards in Cairo.

Depersonalisation and institutionalisation Middle East policy

The first major departure that I believe we will witness from the incoming Biden presiden-
cy is a speedy return of the depersonalisation and institutionalisation of foreign policy with 
regard to the Middle East. To date, one of the most striking elements associated with the 
Trump presidency has been his singularly unilateral approach in addition to an openly ex-
pressed deep distrust of parts of his own government who are supposed to help him formu-
late foreign policy, like the State Department and intelligence services. This has clearly been 
evidenced in his prolific use of Twitter to convey his unfiltered, unvetted personal thoughts 
directly to the public and world leaders – a huge departure from the way the US presidencies 
have worked for many decades.

Trump’s foreign policy has been transactional and 
somewhat esoteric, based on the personal interests 
of a small coterie of people around him rather than 
the interests of the nation, leaving parties across the 
Middle East and around the world to try and interpret 
this, and engage with and benefit from those inter-
ests as best they can. A Biden administration – which 
will contain many veterans from the Obama admin-
istration – signals the return to a more “traditional” 
style of U.S. government, with more of an interagency 
process so that the entire US government operates 
together again (more or less), which should serve to 
strengthen and streamline it following Trump’s de-
parture. It is highly debatable whether or not this will 
lead to significantly different outcomes in terms of 
the situation on the ground. 

A Biden administration 
– which will contain 
many veterans from the 
Obama administration 
– signals the return to a 
more “traditional” style 
of U.S. government
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Personal

The second major element concerns personnel. A new, entirely different Middle East team with a man-
ifestly different approach has been assembled by Biden. The team is headed by Daniel Benaim, Dafna 
Rand and Mara Rudman who are all experts on the region and report to an inner circle of advisers who are 
personally close to Biden, including Tony Blinken who is Biden’s nominated Secretary of State, and Jake 
Sullivan, Biden’s nominated National 

Security Advisor, both of whom played a key role on formulating US policy towards Iran during the 
Obama presidency. The profiles and involvement of these five individuals speak volumes about proba-
ble shifts in policy. Similarly, the formulation of Biden’s foreign policy differs starkly from that of Donald 
Trump’s. In contrast to Donald Trump’s singlehanded approach, Biden’s team consists of over 1,000 ex-
perts working in 20 different groups, each of whom has been given restricted contact to foreign officials.

The second major departure concerns policies and may reasonably be extrapolated from statements 
delivered by Biden on various issues, where he has pledged to “elevate diplomacy” and “restore and re-
imagine partnerships”. Above all, it is clear that Biden wishes to distinguish himself from Trump and return 
to some kind of coherence in terms of US foreign policy. The first element – a clear departure from his 
predecessor’s profile - should be fairly straightforward. But given the sheer complexity of the region and 
the intractability of many of its problems, returning to a sense of will not be so easy.

Israel-Palestine conflict

One example of where Biden has already made a statement that clearly distinguishes him from Trump 
is in the Israeli/Palestinian conflict.  Biden, an ardent supporter of a two-state solution, has stated that 
the priority now should be resuming U.S. dialogue with the Palestinians and pressing Israel not to take 
actions that make a two-state solution impossible. Biden has also announced his intention to reopen the 
U.S. consulate in East Jerusalem, find a way to reopen the PLO’s diplomatic mission in Washington, and 
resume the economic and security assistance to the Palestinians that the Trump Administration stopped. 
But at the same time, Biden has also affirmed that he would not close the U.S. Embassy in Jerusalem and 
that has expressed his strong opposition to cutting aid to Israel as leverage. 

In other words, he seems to be suggesting a return to the status quo of peace talks without first address-
ing the crucial question of what will be done, or what leverage will be harnessed to ensure that Israel is 
brought to the table with an intent more honest this time than we have seen over the past three decades 
or so?

Iran

Thirdly, much rests on the issue of Iran. Biden has stated his intention to re-enter the JCPOA should 
Iran move back into compliance with its nuclear obligations. Again, this is laudatory in principle. 
However, the regime in Tehran felt cheated out of the benefits it had been promised under the 
terms of the JCPOA even before Donald Trump withdrew the US. 

The question for Biden remains – how will his administration succeed in persuading the Iranians to 
return to the negotiating table for a JCPOA 2.0., let alone deal with Iran’s regional aspirations? Are 
there any safeguards that may be offered to preclude the possibility of a future Republican admin-
istration repeating Trump’s actions, withdraw once again and return to the drawing board? This 
then leads onto a bigger question – can Biden regain some of the leadership the U.S. has lost as a 
result of its de facto withdrawal from the region over the past four years?

It should be acknowledged that Biden is partly responsible for this lost leadership as US withdrawal has 
been continuous over the last decade, thus predating Trump. As a senior member of the Obama Adminis-
tration – which made serious missteps over Egypt, Libya and Syria - and which failed to stop Saudi Arabia 

https://as.nyu.edu/content/nyu-as/as/faculty/daniel-benaim.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tony_Blinken
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jake_Sullivan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jake_Sullivan
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/06/23/biden-campaign-restricts-contact-foreign-officials-335544
https://www.politico.com/news/2020/06/23/biden-campaign-restricts-contact-foreign-officials-335544
https://www.jta.org/2020/05/06/politics/biden-it-is-a-priority-to-press-israel-not-to-make-the-2-state-solution-impossible
https://www.jta.org/quick-reads/biden-tells-supporters-he-would-leave-us-embassy-in-jerusalem-if-elected-president
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from launching a disastrous war in Yemen, Biden was, of course, complicit.

Nonetheless, dictators in the MENA region have been emboldened under Trump and the people’s quest 
for freedom and justice has been set back, whilst both China and Russia have been given free rein to 
expand their influence; all factors which will make it extremely difficult, if not impossible, for Biden to bring 
meaningful pressure to bear without the cooperation of Beijing and Moscow — both of which have a 
very different agenda to that of the US.

It is also worth noting that public opinion in the US today ensures that US military intervention in the re-
gion — beyond countering Islamic State and maintaining the steady flow of oil through the Persian Gulf, 
which Biden has pledged to do — is completely off the table. As a result, it is not anticipated that US policy 
under Biden will change much. The key US foreign policy goals remain unchanged. These are namely to 
control oil in the region; to maintain a friendly regime in charge of the Two Holy Mosques; and to maintain 
the security of Israel. The US will continue to work with the absolute rulers in the region who hold power 
because this is a long established, predictable and profitable system. The petrodollars that these policies 
generate still benefit many influential western companies and individuals.

Human rights

With regard to human rights, it is unlikely that the Biden administration will demonstrate the 
kind of open disdain that was openly displayed by the Trump administration, but instead will 
probably return to the kind of rhetorical restatement of and commitment to safeguarding hu-
man rights that we used to see under Obama. There will, in all likelihood, be pushes for great-
er accountability for some human rights abusers such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia, and more of 
an attempt to tie military assistance and other forms of aid to certain changes in behaviour.

U.S.-Saudi relations

Regardless of the above, one important relationship in the region where significant change might 
occur under Biden is the US relationship with Saudi Arabia. The U.S.-Saudi relationship involves 
security, politics, money, intelligence and above all, oil. It is a relationship between the US as a 
country and the Saudis as a family. Historically, nothing changes when a new administration enters 
the White House and the ordinary people of Saudi Arabia are never consulted or involved. Howev-
er, based on a detailed reading of the nature of the relationship between Prince Mohammed Bin 
Salman (MBS) and Trump, Biden’s very different incoming administration is likely to herald change 
in this area. 

In comparison with previous U.S.-Saudi relationships, Trump’s has been frankly partisan. Giv-
en, too, the intensely personal nature of Trump’s approach, it is not hard to see that a replica-
tion will not occur. All three branches of government are controlled by Democrats, and Trump 
appears to be increasingly irrelevant; thus giving oxygen to Saudi fears that Biden will be less 
willing to protect them from congressional criticism and congressional pressure to hold MBS 
and his regime accountable for their many crimes. The Democrats have already made it clear 
they intend to hold the Saudis responsible for the atrocities they have inflicted on civilians 
in their air war against the Houthis. Senators and members of Congress from both sides are 
also calling for justice for Jamal Khashoggi, the murdered Saudi journalist, as well as Loujain 
al Hathloul, the Saudi women’s rights activist who was tortured and sentenced to six years in 
prison. 

An interesting final factor remains for a Biden administration to consider, as this may well come to 
pass over the next four years: The prospect of a King Mohammed bin Salman. What will his re-
sponse be; and what kind of relationship can the US have with Saudi Arabia when MBS himself is 
currently in such political difficulties in Washington and other key capitals around the world?

https://www.justsecurity.org/73798/biden-must-stick-to-his-pledge-to-end-us-support-for-the-yemen-war/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-khashoggi-congress-idUSKCN1P5026
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/dec/28/saudi-rights-activist-loujain-al-hathloul-sentenced-to-almost-six-years-in-jail
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/dec/28/saudi-rights-activist-loujain-al-hathloul-sentenced-to-almost-six-years-in-jail
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U.S. Policy towards the 
Middle East and the  
Future of Turkish-U.S.  
Relations

Dr Talip Küçükcan is a Professor of Sociology at Marmara University in İstan-
bul and a former Turkish Member of Parliament. He was Head of the Turkish 
Delegation to the Parliamentary Assembly of Council of Europe from 2015 to 
2018. Küçükcan specialises in state-religion relations, transnational migration, 
international freedom of religion, Turkey-EU relations and Muslim minorities 
in Europe.

Turkey and USA: balancing convergence and divergence of interests

Turkey is one of the major regional actors, which can exert considerable influence with its soft 
and hard power in its immediate neighbourhood and beyond. As a member of NATO and a 
candidate for full membership in the E.U., Turkey’s role and influence go beyond regional pol-
itics. Turkey matters to global powers as well as its allies. Turkey’s rising profile and the new 
U.S. administration’s policy toward the Middle East deserve closer attention in this context. 
Turkish-U.S. relations have a long history marked by ups and downs over decades. However, 
both countries were able to overcome their strategic differences and preserve their relations 
by balancing convergence and divergence of their interests, especially during the Cold War as 
two strong NATO allies. 
 
In fact, Turkish foreign policy remained in line with the U.S. and NATO foreign policy especially 
with regards to security issues as a country located next to the Soviet Union after the World War 
Two. 

Critical factors shaping Turkish-U.S. foreign policies

In order to contextualise Turkish-U.S. relations as well as the transformation in Turkish foreign 
policy decisions over the last two decades, one should remember the following two points, 
which were critical factors shaping Turkish foreign policy options. Firstly, ideological concerns 
(a free, liberal, and democratic world, led by the U.S. and Europe versus the non-democratic 
and communist world led by the Soviet Union) forced countries like Turkey to be in either 
of these blocs and informed their foreign policy. Secondly, security concerns and threats 
pushed countries to be under the umbrella of either the NATO or Warsaw Pact, which 
continued until the fall of the collapse of the Soviet Union. Turkey chose to be part of the 
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democratic free world that represented Western and European values as far as its ideological 
position is concerned, and it has joined NATO as a security umbrella to protect itself from any 
Soviet threats. This context has shaped the nature of Turkish-U.S. relations. 

The end of the Cold War ushered in a new period for emerging powers like Turkey and 
opened new windows of opportunity. Turkey gradually began to make its own foreign policy 
decisions without the restraints of ideological concerns and security threats related to the 
Cold War. During the early 1990s under Turgut Özal, Turkey started to establish links with 
the Turkic states in Central Asia and Caucasus, and political moves were made to the Middle 
Eastern and Gulf countries. 

However, these initiatives, though meaningful and novel in Turkish foreign policy, fell short of 
producing significant outcomes, since Turkey has concentrated on domestic issues and po-
litical crises at home after Ozal’s death in 1993. Only after the rise to power of the AK Party in 
2002, did a paradigm shift occur in the direction of Turkish foreign policy, which did not con-
tradict the past in large part, but became more proactive and diversified as far as its sphere of 
influence is concerned. 

Turkish soft and hard power

From 2002, Turkey also began to use its soft and hard power more effectively to establish 
regional and bilateral mechanisms. To this end, Turkey lifted visas with Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon 
and Syria. Turkey also invested in diplomacy during this period by taking an active part in 
regional and international organisations. Turkey’s diplomatic initiatives in Africa, Latin Ameri-
ca, the Balkans, and E.U. membership activities should also be mentioned here to understand 
the changing nature of Turkish foreign policy since 2002. 

Turkey-U.S. Foreign Policy divergence 

Historically speaking, U.S. foreign policy towards the Middle East comprised the following 
main aims: Easy and cost-effective access to energy resources, protection of the security of 
Israel, containing Iran, and to some extent Russian influence in the region, and promoting 
democracy. Turkish-U.S. relations concerning the region have revolved around such aims 
until 2003 to a large extent. When the U.S. decided to invade Iraq in 2003, the Turkish Parlia-
ment refused to pass a resolution which would allow U.S. troops to use Turkish territory as a 
base for its operations in Iraq, a decision that the U.S. administration did not expect. Rejection 
of such a resolution hurt Turkish-U.S. relations, and in fact was the beginning of a series of 
incidents that would damage relations further in this volatile region. 

Turkey’s recognition of Hamas as a legitimate political actor following its election victory in 
2006 was also an issue of divergence, as the U.S. had designated Hamas a terrorist group. 
The other development that could be noted as yet another divergence between Turkey and 

Turkey chose to be part of the democratic free world that  
represented Western and European values as far as its ideological 
position is concerned, and it has joined NATO as a security  
umbrella to protect itself from any Soviet threats.

“
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the U.S. took place in 2010, when Turkey, Brazil and Iran signed the Tehran Declaration with 
the objective of peaceful use of nuclear energy by Iran, which accepted all conditions set by 
International Atomic Agency at the time. The U.S. and European countries did not recognise 
the Tehran Declaration, though they signed the JCPOA later which included more or less the 
same articles. 

Worsening of relations between Turkey and Israel, following Israel’s attack on the civilian Mavi 
Marmara humanitarian ship destined for Gaza in 2010 and Israel’s policies towards Palestin-
ians, have also harmed Turkish-U.S. relations, mainly because Turkey lost the influential Jew-
ish lobby in the U.S. which used to be friendly until then. Jewish organisations have negative-
ly affected the U.S. position towards Turkey, especially over the last decade. 
 

Arab Spring and new realities

The beginning of the Arab spring and ensuing developments has led to the emergence 
of new realities on the ground along Turkey’s borders. Overall, Turkey supported the Arab 
Spring based on legitimate demands such as democratisation, establishment of govern-
ments, respecting accountability and transparency, all of which the U.S. have promoted in the 
region. 

Turkey and the U.S. worked together in Syria until 2016, when the U.S. decided to pull its 
forces from Syria and instead opted to work with non-state actors, namely the PYD/YPG, to 
combat ISIL terrorism. The U.S. priority shifted from regime change and protection of civilians 
to fighting ISIL, to which Turkey also contributed considerably. The U.S. support to PKK affili-
ated PYD/YPG, despite Turkey’s fierce opposition, continued to harm the relations (the PKK is 
listed as a terrorist organisation in both EU and U.S.). 

Emergence of non-state actors

The emergence and rise of non-state actors such as ISIL and the PYD/YPG constituted an 
existential threat to Turkey’s national security and prompted Turkey to undertake three major 
cross-border operations to protect its borders. When the U.S. left a vacuum after its decision 
in 2016, Russia came filled this gap, which consolidated the Damascus regime and emerged 
as the only partner that Turkey could work with. This was also not welcomed by the U.S. Nev-
ertheless, Turkey was left alone in its battle against the terrorist groups as well as its efforts to 
protect civilians. More than four million Syrians entered Turkey, and a potential migrant wave 
is imminent in Idlib and elsewhere. U.S. support for the PYD/YPG continues, and it seems that 
the Biden administration will continue this trend, at least for now. 

Turkey will never accept U.S. support of a terrorist organisation that has not only been threat-
ening Turkey’s national security but also striking Turkish targets. This is a challenging issue for 
both countries.

In response to growing security threats, Turkey approached NATO and the U.S. to find a 
permanent solution to its needs for an air defence system. When the U.S. refused to sell the 
Compatriot Missile Defence System to Turkey on several grounds, Turkey had no option but 
to explore alternatives. 

Finally, Turkey purchased the S-400 missile system from Russia, a decision that has angered 
the U.S. and prompted CAATSA sanctions on Turkey, the first of their kind aimed at a NATO 
ally. This remains one of the critical points of divergence between Turkey and the U.S. that 
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needs to be addressed by the Biden administration, as well as the Turkish side, to find com-
mon ground and move forward.

Turkey’s demand for the repatriation of Gülen
 
The new administration in the U.S. will also hear Turkey’s demand for the repatriation of F. 
Gülen, who is believed to be the mastermind behind the failed coup attempt in 2016. So far, 
the U.S. has refused to send him back to Turkey, but Turkey will continue to ask for repatria-
tion to charge him for the deaths of 251 people who were killed by his followers during the 
coup attempt. 

Gülen’s organisation (FETÖ) is designated as a terrorist organisation, and Turkey has been 
asking its allies to capture and repatriate its members back to Turkey. This issue will be on the 
agenda for Turkey and the U.S. moving forward.

Israel

Turkey was one of the fist countries to recognise Israel, yet it is very critical of Israeli policies 
towards the Palestinians. Turkey declared that Jerusalem (Al-Quds) will not be recognised as 
the capital of Israel and therefore does not support the moving of embassies to this city by 
the U.S. and other countries. Turkey does not support the so-called Abrahamic Accord either. 
This issue will continue to be a matter of divergence between the U.S. and Turkey.

Given all these complexities and challenges, and if the U.S. are serious about restoring their 
position in international relations, the Biden administration can open a new chapter with 
Turkey as a reliable partner and ally. 
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Plenary Session 
Summary of the main discussion points from the plenary session, moderated by Dr 
Maha Azzam. In the interest of brevity, questions from the plenary have been clustered 
together.

Q: How will the incoming Biden administration deal with the Syrian portfolio 
and towards Bashar Al-Assad in particular?

Azzam initiated the session by directing the first question to Küçükcan regarding the incom-
ing Biden administration’s dealings with the Syrian portfolio and towards Bashar Al-Assad in 
particular. Panelists were invited to make contributions related to this question and opportu-
nity was then given to ask questions accordingly.

There is a clear sign from Turkey’s expectation of closer engagement with the E.U., U.S. and 
other members of the international community on the Syrian issue, as evidenced by vari-
ous peace talks, for example in Geneva and Sochi. However, it appears that these will not be 
conclusive due to the fact that the Assad regime is gaining strength due to Russian as well 
as Iranian support on the ground. Turkey is left alone to counter the regime’s fighting forces. 
Furthermore, Turkey is expecting that at-least in certain parts of Syria, some security zones 
should be established for the welfare of civilians. This must be dealt with by the United Na-
tions and the wider international community. 

As mentioned previously by other speakers, this decision to withdraw from Syria was taken 
by the Obama administration. The Trump administration followed suit and Biden was con-
ceivably part of that decision at the time. It is not anticipated that the Biden administration 
will return to Syria. They will continue to support the PYD and YPG because their priority was 
no longer a change of regime or the establishment of a democratic as a result of multiple red 
line violations during the Obama administration and subsequent U.S. inaction. 

As the U.S.’ main concern is not really civilians on the ground, regime-change or democrati-
sation in the Middle East in general and in Syria in particular, but combating Daesh; this will 
continue. Daesh is almost overcome, but the PYD and YPG are still being supported. This will 
increase the region’s instability. However, if the U.S. administration is to re-enter the world 
agenda, one of the first ways is to engage with the countries in the region in a more positive 
way and to side with legal and legitimate forces, governments and states. But at the moment, 
the U.S. is far from that. 

Q: What do we expect Iran to negotiate for under the JPCOA, and how can Iran  
reconcile any deal with the United States, with its people?

Responding to a participant question on expectations for Iranian demands under the JPCOA 
and the Iranian peoples’ reconciliation in relation to any deal with the United States or a re-
kindling of negotiations, Fahmy offered the following: 

This is entirely expected by Iran on multiple levels, as it is essential that sanctions (which, inci-
dentally, preclude Iran from purchasing the COVID-19 vaccine) are lifted. Therefore, there will 
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be internal pressure for both strategic interests, but also an increased push for negotiation 
coming from a national perspective. It is interesting to note the imminent Iranian elections 
and that Iranians are quite frustrated with the status quo. We are at an interesting, critical 
juncture where the onus falls not just on the United States, but also on European powers to 
see how this moment can facilitate a renegotiation because Iran has advanced its nuclear 
production. 

Similarly, lifting sanctions and moving Iran towards different strategic interests, as well as 
contributing to the great economic uncertainty and possible social instability because of 
what’s been happening in Iran domestically. Thus, we find ourselves at a similar moment to 
where the world was immediately prior to the Green Revolution, where it could be a critical 
juncture of change. 

Q: How does the panel compare political leaders’ top-down view to the Arab  
populations’ deteriorating living standards, not to mention Palestinians;  
dwindling human dignity along with the latest deal that isolates them?

Kinross then turned to comments highlighting the rapidly deteriorating living standards and 
the erosion of human dignity that Palestinians are suffering alongside the latest ‘deals’ that 
further isolate them such as the Abraham Accords, by reiterating his view that Palestinians 
are currently experiencing unprecedented challenges following “a series of low points”. 

He continues: to illustrate this point, the attempted rapprochement between Fatah and 
Hamas and the desire to present a united front shows exactly where this level of despair has 
got to. This was powerfully brought to mind last week [7 December 2020] whilst reading that 
Hanan Ashrawi, one of the greatest Palestinians of the 20th century has actually resigned from 
the leadership of the PLO due to her belief that it has become irrelevant in some respects 
and ineffectual in others. The people of Palestine have been compelled to sit and watch this 
extraordinary mixture of being squeezed by the US-backed Israelis taking more and more of 
their land and making it increasingly difficult for them to have any economic prospects. 

And on the other hand, they’ve been oppressed by a Palestinian Authority, which, as pre-
viously mentioned, has really run its course as an effective instrument of government and 
representation of the people in the West Bank. We are looking at a situation where there have 
really been no effective parliamentary elections, where the society in Palestine has become 
dependent on aid and handouts. Having spent time in Palestine myself and having worked 
with elements of the PA, I can attest to the fact that the only thing that America has contin-
ued to do is to maintain its payments that prop up security, a common approach to security 
on the West Bank. 

Mahmoud Abbas attempted to shut these down also. In 2020, a point was reached where he 
declined to negotiate for or even discuss a consensus or a common way forward. Now, he’s 
willing to approach almost anyone who will help because there is no functioning economy 
and there are no real financial revenues. Most tax payments that are due are still stuck in the 
pipeline held back by the Israelis. Despite an ardent desire that this will not be the case, it is 
difficult to foresee a solution to this impasse that has been with us since 1948. It may be that 
Palestine will become absorbed into a greater Israel over the next five years or so and that 
there may well be pockets of Palestinian self-government. But it is more likely that the West 
Bank as we know it will gradually start to become fully absorbed into a greater Israel. The 
outlook does not appear to be optimistic.
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Q: What will Biden’s policy be towards Saudi Arabia?

Given the volume of audience contributions, conversation then turned to Saudi Arabia and 
Biden’s policy towards it, referencing recent news that oil production would be cut back by 
one million barrels a day throughout February and March in order to ease matters for Shell 
companies and increasingly open overtures from the Kingdom as well as other Gulf states 
courting America’s approval. 

Miles responded to these points firstly by establishing that the Saudi regime holds US public 
opinion in far higher esteem that it does Saudi public opinion, and by outlining the lengths 
to which Mohammed bin Salman is ready to go in order to remain in the good books of the 
US; whilst also demonstrating the correlation between this and Israel.

Naturally, this entails an ardent desire to embrace Israel as quickly as possible, with the atten-
dant problem that normalization between Saudi Arabia and Israel is a bridge too far for him 
at this moment. Nonetheless, he can certainly encourage other people to do that. 

We may be witnessing a move similar to the ‘Mobutu Maneuver’, named after the African dic-
tator from Zaire who after becoming embroiled with the US immediately managed to solve 
all his problems in 1982 by recognizing Israel. It is likely that Mohammed bin Salman might 
try to emulate this. 

This is a single crisis out of many, one being the murder of Jamal Khashoggi murder, which 
just covered him in blood. In addition to the Yemen war, there is also a daily PR catastrophe 
with regard to women’s rights in the Kingdom. Good will is being hemorrhaged on many 
fronts. The US public has long since lost faith in the Saudis. Realistically, this relationship does 
not involve the US public and has always been historically between the White House and the 
Saudis. 

Clearly, it’s a highly paradoxical relationship. On the one hand, we have a Christian majori-
ty country that is the world’s self-declared defender of global freedoms and on the other, a 
secretive and corrupt absolute dictatorship that presents itself as a Muslim country. This has 
always been the case. The key to maintaining this paradox has been total secrecy, as we have 
observed for many years. This is the reason why, for example, CIA documents on Saudi Arabia 
are still routinely classified for very long periods of time - 25 or sometimes 50 years because 
the Americans know that the details of the US Saudi relationship are politically toxic for both 
sides. If the American people knew what the US government was facilitating Saudi Arabia 
and they knew the true human rights picture, then they would certainly not want to be part 
of it. At the same time, the Saudis would be appalled to discover how much money they were 
giving the Americans in order to keep them in power. 

So the Saudis and the US have a stable, tried and tested relationship that has lasted since the 
foundation of Saudi Arabia in 1932, which seems unlikely to change. The Kingdom is running 
out of money and running out of oil. This is a game-changer, as the monarchy is in deep fiscal 
trouble; both hemorrhaging money and unsustainably digging deep into their foreign re-
serves. We will witness Saudi Arabia toppling off a financial cliff in the next few years. There is 
no solution to this there because there is no alternative to oil in their economic infrastructure. 
Having run out of track and squandered their money, it appears as though they have missed 
their opportunity, but they still have some financial reserves. So long as they have money - 
that is not until they run out completely- they will continue to have US support at least for 
the foreseeable future during a Biden administration. It is anticipated that we will witness 
relations change in the years to follow as the Saudis go bankrupt. 
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Q: It’s common knowledge that Iran has a huge impact on the internal affairs, as 
well as Iraqi foreign policy with its neighbours and the world. So, in the light of all 
this, how do you see the future of the political and economic relations between 
the US and Iraq?

Turning to Iraq, a further question draws attention to Iran’s huge impact on Iraq’s internal 
affairs as well as its foreign policy with its neighbours and the rest of the world, then solicits 
predictions in relation to Iraqi-American politico-economic relations.

Küçükcan began by outlining the seminal role of Iraq in the region and its long-standing 
suffering, quoting the massacre of over 1 million people since 2003 and the toxic emergence 
of conflict between Shias and Sunnis, Arabs and Kurds and Turkomans. 

The US committed two major mistakes in this regard. One was, of course, the invasion. The 
second mistake was to leave Iraq prior to establishing any semblance of stability, thus en-
abling Iran to moved and exercise its proxies in addition to exploiting the sectarian identity 
of the majority of the Iraq’s population. Iran is very influential in Iraq at the moment and 
therefore this should be balanced. There should be more involvement on the part of the 
international community in trying minimise Iran’s influence and facilitate economic integra-
tion, because Iraq is under sever pressure. Constitutionally, Northern Iraq is a Kurdish region, 
recognised as an autonomous place. This is also an area that bodes a risk of regional instabil-
ity. As long as a vacuum remains in the region, Iran appears to have been the interventionist 
element. Therefore, it is crucial to keep Iraq within the international community’s standards 
in terms of democracy, political participation, equality and human rights. Otherwise, it will 
become an arena where Iran will enjoy a lot of space for unfettered manoeuvre. 

Q: What is the position of Lebanon in the Middle East in relation to Middle East 
problems and the Arab-Israeli conflict? 

Fahmy then addressing focused on the Lebanon next in the context of US foreign policy.

The United States decidedly does not want a further destabilised Lebanon, a further desta-
bilised Beirut, which is, unfortunately, the direction in which the region is heading given an 
increasingly influential Hezbollah footprint in addition to a government that continues to be 
fractured and one that will probably be dissolved again. Lebanon is a country that is flooded 
with refugees that features highly on the corruption index and has no clear vision or strategy 
to address this. As a result, it’s been ignored both domestically and internationally. With key 
elements of its leadership in exile in different parts of the world this doesn’t bode well for a 
stable future. 

Deferring to Miles’s opinion; a major game-changer will be Saudi Arabia, where MBS has 
emerged as more of a liability than an ally to the US military. This has put the United States 
in a situation of a protracted war in the Yemen that we didn’t anticipate. Also, MBS is the first 
leader of Saudi Arabia that doesn’t have military training and doesn’t have military training 
from the United States or close ties to the US military, Consequently, I think that over the next 
four years, we might actually see a greater foothold of the role of CENTCOM in foreign policy 
decision making in the Middle East, especially in Saudi Arabian and MBS emerging as a liabil-
ity might force a shift in behaviour towards Saudi Arabia. Decision-making will longer simply 
rely on the Executive. 
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Q: Do you see the Biden administration rolling back any designation of Houthi 
groups in Yemen as terrorists? Also, how will a change of power-sharing deal be 
negotiated between the actors, impacted by a change of US presidency?

In close connection, Küçükcan moved onto the impact of a new Presidency on the recalling 
of Houthi groups in Yemen as terrorists and the negotiation of a power-sharing deal.

Last minute legacies were left to President Biden – we will see how he will act. I do not be-
lieve that Biden will change US policies in the region radically and quickly, because that will 
cause issues in the balance of power. The US administration might reconsider some of its 
positions, but with no great speed. There has been much talk about MBS and Saudi Arabian 
policies towards Saudi Arabia. This will not be a straightforward decision, because there also 
needs to be an exit strategy in this regard. I would wait and see. Of course neither Biden nor 
the Democrats want to see a war continue in the Yemen. But it will not be a swift decision as 
far as I can see.  Biden’s priority is the MENA region in the at least during the first quarter of 
his presidency. 

Q: The coup in Egypt took place while Biden was Vice-President. Now that the 
disastrous effects from human rights abuses to increasing economic problems to 
enormous depths, to the potential for instability not only in Egypt but the entire 
region, how can Biden be pressed to help correct the path for true democratic 
reforms in Egypt?

Predictably, the final question related to the Arab Spring in the approach to the 10th anniver-
sary of January 25th, 2011 and the Arab Spring in Egypt in particular, having been overturned 
by way of a military coup. With atrocious human rights abuses and a deteriorating economic 
situation fast spiraling out of control, it was noted that these were both direct consequences 
of a coup that took place whilst Biden was Vice-President. As both have the very real poten-
tial to destabilise the region in its entirely, what practical steps may be taken and how can 
Biden be pressed to help remedy this and pave the path towards true democratic reforms in 
Egypt? Evidently, these points apply beyond Egypt. 

Kinross defines this era of US disengagement as one bookended by the events of the Arab 
Spring, known as the Arab Spring in 2011, and the Nile Spring in 2019. It is painful to witness 
this vision of democracy that was sold by the Americans in the process of the Iraq war and 
the game of perception management that the United States played to justify the end game 
in Iraq – which was going to be a democracy – so speedily jettisoned in 2013 following the 
first democratic election in Egypt won by Mohamed Morsi and his party, when these events 
did not concur with the American idea of democracy. 

As alluded to previously, the outcome of the ballot box in this instance was deeply unhelp-
ful for US foreign policy. We are now witnessing some of the worst human rights and civil 
rights abuses in Egypt that have ever been committed. The flag of free speech waves feebly. 
I believe that public opinion, which has taken decades and decades to surface in this region 
and is subject to so many conflicts, is now emerging like a genie being let out of the bottle. 
Social and digital media have transformed everything connected with the expression of pub-
lic opinion. It is now extremely difficult for autocratic regimes, including MBS – most notably 
in Saudi Arabia, to suppress this. Loujain al-Hathloul, for example, is someone we would not 
have heard about at all a decade ago. But this agenda has now become a world agenda. 
Some hope remains for these changes to progress. These are early days yet; and hope 
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remains that that young people, women, professionals, the middle classes and the people of 
the MENA region overall will work towards something far better and more democratic.

Miles views the Arab Spring as a process rather than an event, comparable to the French 
Revolution which went on for many years and witnessed dictatorships and military dicta-
torships come and go; the impacts of which we arguably still feel the impact of today. It’s 
inevitable that sooner or later there will be another convulsion in the Arab world- some kind 
of revolutionary movement, because all the driving forces that set 2010 and 2011 in motion 
remain and have, in fact, intensified. Egypt specifically is a volcano, and no one knows when 
it’s going to blow. It could blow next week. 

As we have witnessed in the past, a few viral videos of police abuse are more than enough 
to trigger totally unexpected chain reactions. When the Egyptian people turn out in force, 
then no one can stop them. No one can predict what will happen in Egypt. But it is possible 
that Biden might find that he has another revolutionary moment on his hands in the next 
few years. His approach remains unpredictable – perhaps it will be similar to Obama’s. I don’t 
believe he is supportive of revolution, nor do I believe he welcomes it. I think that the US 
interest remains instability, and if there is going to be a revolution, it is down to the Egyptians 
and the Arabs to liberate themselves. 

Küçükcan chose not to talk about Egypt itself or the social and political dynamics within 
Egypt, but rather about the international community’s position. Having long presented 
themselves as bastions and promoters of democracy around the world (including the MENA 
region), we now witness the EU and the US rapidly lose their moral ground as far as democ-
ratisation or pushing for democracy in the region are concerned during the Arab revolutions 
and in the post-Arab revolution period. This has caused a major loss of trust and confidence 
in the US and the EU on the part of Egyptian people and on the part of Muslims and Arabs in 
general in that region. There used to be high expectations, for example, by the people that 
the US and the EU will support democratisation initiatives in the MENA region. These ideas 
simply crumbled during the Arab Spring. People no longer have any expectations from those 
countries. If anything emerges, it will be from within the societies themselves. There is no 
longer any faith in the EU or the US as a source of succor. On that basis, no risks will be taken. 
This will consolidate genuine democratic feelings and fortify groups and organisations in the 
Middle East in general, rather than an expectation that the US or other countries will come to 
the aid of people on the ground when there is a claim for democracy and human rights. 

Azzam’s conclusion invites participants to consider the final few points and posits a hypothe-
sis: 

This last question reflects what we already know of the region on multiple levels.  In the 
process of transition, it faces a multitude of challenges and is in the throes of transition. The 
region and its peoples remain repressed; so this transition cannot be fully realised either po-
litically or economically and is constantly teetering on the precipice.  

Hence, our hypothesis that perhaps the MENA region is not a priority for US foreign policy. 
Yet, it also seems that it cannot be ignored and may well force itself to become a priority in 
the future, whether in the medium term or the long term; because it is a region where major 
issues have not been resolved, where people live in under repressive regimes and therefore, 
it may become far more central to the interests of both the United States and Europe. Let us 
hope that when that happens, it will not be due to any great uncontrollable instability that 
harms both the region and its surrounds. To pull together a few final thoughts on the issue 
of US foreign policy, both panel and participants seem to be in agreement that there may be 
some change, but not a fundamental change.  



US Foreign Policy in the Middle East post-Trump. Will a Biden presidency be any different? 24

Over the past four years, we’ve witnessed the world praising President Trump’s wholeheart-
ed embrace of authoritarian leaders and dictatorships, and a fervent desire to replicate this 
model throughout the world. 

Panelists were then invited to share their final contributions.

Fahmy recalled that we are 11 days away from the 10-year anniversary of the Arab Spring 
in Egypt, and Egypt finds itself in the awful position of a country where there are between 
60 and 80 thousand political prisoners. We simply don’t know how many because there are 
no independent analysts on the ground. The generation that was celebrated throughout 
the world as ‘Generation Protest’ 10 years ago is today regarded by Amnesty International as 
‘Generation Jail’. The country has had to build over two dozen new prisons to simply contain 
new political prisoners, the overwhelming majority of whom are young people. There have 
been thousands of cases of torture, eight hundred and thirty-six so far this year alone. Police 
continue to systematically torture detainees with impunity. It was this very police brutality 
that was the actual catalyst of the Arab Spring, the Khalid Saeed moment. Prisons are often 
referred to as cycles of hell, places where brutal torture and mass punishments are meted out 
– for instance, women’s prisons are full of cycles of gang rape. 

This year has witnessed the disappearance of twelve hundred and fifty people, amongst 
whom are two hundred and forty recently disappeared political activists. Mass unfair trials, 
mass death sentences, the closure of NGOs, the seizure of their assets, especially those that 
advocate for victims of torture, but also women’s NGOs, the blocking of all independent me-
dia, the shutting down of independent media, blocking of four hundred thirty-four websites 
all continue. Today, media is 100 percent controlled by the security apparatus. 

Where Egypt finds itself today is a position far worse than that prior to the revolution. Howev-
er, it has become tacitly accepted by the international community because there remains an 
acceptance that democracy and stability are two sides of the same coin. The maintenance of 
stability is preferred over the messiness of a democratic transition or the democratic experi-
ment. But what we did learn ten years ago is that when people came into squares throughout 
the Levant, the fear barrier had been broken. Whilst today increased repression has perhaps 
subsided, people still continue to return to streets. And to reference Hugh’s position, this rev-
olution might return because it was a process, not a moment. It can be cyclical. The question 
is, will it be met with more violence and will it be violent in nature? 

The democratic aspirations of people throughout the world must be responded to and must 
be secured. In literature and political science, we know that there’s a signaling game that’s 
been historically played by the United States. One, vis-à-vis regimes throughout the Middle 
East and one performed to the so-called Arab street. We witnessed that signaling game being 
played out during the revolution. But what we see today is a lack of follow-through, not just 
in Egypt, but in Syria, in Iraq and throughout much of the war-torn areas of the Middle East. 

What will happen is that there will be another moment of change coming. It might be met with 
more brutality because it will require that the military decreases impact in the region. Here we 
refer to the Egyptian military decreasing its control of power, which is something they will not. 
The question follows:  if these so-called countries that are committed to liberalism and democ-
racy, will they stand on what President Obama called, ‘the right side of history’ and actually 
withhold the foreign aid, as they say, they will, with Democratic preconditions? We’ve seen a 
move away from those principles during the Obama administration. We’ve seen its erasure and 
celebration of authoritarianism under Trump. But glimmers of hope remain. This administration 
and members of the Democratic Party have been signaling that the status quo in Egypt cannot 
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be maintained and that the status quo in Saudi Arabia cannot continue. Only today, we saw 
the release of more information on the American prisoner that was killed in Egypt and Presi-
dent Trump was reportedly requesting his release. On the other hand, President Sisi has been 
quoted as saying, “I need to make an example out of Mr Kassem”. 

And so, we had an American die in Egyptian prisons. Hopefully then, the handover of admin-
istration a week from today might turn a card or turn the page towards a moment where the 
democratic aspirations of people throughout the Levant can actually have a voice.

Q: Final thoughts with reference to Turkey?

Shedding more light, Küçükcan offered this: Turkey has learned its lessons in the region, 
at-least in the last couple of decades. We have learned that when there was a coup attempt 
in Turkey, we were abandoned by our allies who vociferously championed democracy and 
human rights around the world. 

We learned how to preserve our own democracy and how to establish a balance between 
the military and the civilian government. This was achieved autonomously with not much 
help. When Turkey was bombarded by terrorist organisations over the last couple of decades, 
again, we were largely alone. There was no sharing of intelligence by our allies. Worse still, 
they helped the terrorist organisations, as was the case in northern Syria, with YPG and PYD 
as part of the PKK. The PKK is recognized as a terrorist organisation both by the EU and also in 
the US. But how do you explain this to the Turkish public?

Now Turkey hosts the greatest number of refugees and migrants along with all the associated 
issues and we remain alone in this regard. These are difficult lessons to learn. Therefore, they 
should not many expectations from or investments in other countries or other administra-
tions. Unfortunately that is the reality. From this perspective, democratisation, political stabili-
ty, accountability and economic development are in the best interests of all countries. 
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To illustrate with one final example – when Turkey decided to have foster relations with region-
al countries, it decided to lift visas requirements from Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Jordan with the 
intention of forging economic cooperation among these countries. That would have been in 
the best interests of all people until 2010, when Turkey differed from many other Arab countries 
with regard to the claims of the streets of the Arab world. Therefore, I think the US administra-
tion, EU and all other regional powers should understand that stability, democratisation and re-
spect for human rights are all in the best interests of everybody and will result in less radicalism, 
less terrorism and far fewer security issues. But we must be realistic that the Israel’s security will 
continue to remain a priority for the US regardless of anything and everything. This is why these 
authoritarian regimes have been supported, as well as why Qatar is being marginalised due to 
its support of the elected regime in Egypt. I think we must be realistic and we should also un-
leash the legitimate forces of democratisation. Conversely, we should be aware that the world 
has applied double standards for many decades when it comes to the Middle East…these must 
be abandoned immediately. 

Miles was of the conviction that the US must rethink its foreign policy. The Democratic Party 
has been singing from the same sheet as the Republicans and the neo-conservatives for a long 
time and I hope that the Democrats and Biden would plot some new thinking and escape from 
this full-spectrum, global dominance, the global war on terror that we continue to live with. It 
seems unlikely that Biden will do so in the short term, perhaps embodying a continuation of 
Obama. I do believe that freedom prevails, that the general trend remains towards freedom and 
that the autocratic regimes in the Arab world are part of the last century. I anticipate that the 
next century will look extremely different. Of course, given Biden’s aids, we might get Kamala 
Harris, and since she’s a woman of colour, one hopes that she might be more sensitive to the 
suffering and the situation of people in the Arab world and the global south. 

And I continue to follow Trump’s personal demise with great interest because I do think that 
this is going to impact the Saudis regime. I do think that depending on how serious Trump’s 
fall is and what evidence comes to light, it is possible that there could be further, very damning 
evidence of Trump and his family having, for example, corrupt dealings with the Saudis
And I think that this may come to light in court cases in the United States. Certainly, there’s one 
in particular, Saad al Jabri from the Saudi Ministry of Interior has now launched a high profile 
case in America, and he has said that he has lots of audio, video evidence from Saudi Arabia 
that he managed to smuggle out, including lots of recordings of Mohammed bin Salman. And 
this might well involve Donald Trump as well, depending on what happens. So, this is going to 
impact on Mohammed bin Salman. 

In identifying difference, Kinross concurred with Hugh and believes that the region should be 
hopeful for a changed atmosphere at the very least. These atmospherics will manifest them-
selves in an operating procedure and a way of doing business in this region which will at the 
very least be based around decency, negotiation and discussion and will not be a series of 
transactions demanded by a CEO. I do not think Donald Trump would balk at being described 
as a CEO. Here, I reference a meeting held here in 2020, in the Parliament with the Palestinian 
Prime Minister when he said everything is about a deal – the process of proceeding with policy 
and decisions which affect people’s daily lives are thrown into a sort of corporate machinery. 

I’m hopeful that at the very least, as I say, that the region will be able to begin having higher 
quality conversations with people who are more able to effect positive change. And I must 
remain an optimist. It is horrific to listen to fellow panelists speak about the situation in Egypt 
today, truly terrifying. I must hope that the next four years will change in some regard, perhaps 
in a manner that will transform the way that the United States deals with sovereign countries in 
this region, has a more mature debate and ends up with better, more positive outcomes. 
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Conclusion
The webinar concluded with words of thanks to the organisers, panelists and participants 
from the Chair, Dr Maha Azzam in addition to reflections on the full and frank nature of the 
discussion. 

I’d like to thank all of you, thank all those who participated and attended this webinar by the 
Centre for British-Turkish Understanding and a special thank you, of course, to all our speak-
ers. I think these discussions are extremely important. It has been a candid discussion, it’s 
been a full discussion, and I think we should have more of them. I think much of what was 
said today should be shared widely, and I’m left with hoping that one day the United States 
and democracies will be on the right side of history. It may be wishful thinking, but we car-
ry on. We continue to expose as much as possible what is happening in the region and to 
pressure democracies to take the right route forward, I think, both for themselves and for the 
MENA region.  
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