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ANALYSIS

US Foreign Policy 
in 2021

Although the Trump administration has not featured an 
easily definable foreign policy with coherent goals and 
plans, it has produced a set of foreign policy actions 
that, while not constituting a policy, has shaped Ameri-
ca’s posture toward the world. And, the administration 
has produced many obligatory foreign and defense pol-
icy documents, including the National Security Strategy 
–  produced by the Trump administration just once, in 
December 2017.1

The 2017 statement largely suggested the goal of tear-
ing down many elements of traditional US foreign policy 
without systematically building up a new one. The ad-
ministration has not updated that original version. It is 
nonetheless significant in that it pointedly rejected some 
very important elements of previous American foreign 
policy by questioning traditional alliances, including most 
notably NATO, rejecting climate change as an important 
threat, and debating the value of international coopera-
tion, including importantly the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action regarding Iran’s nuclear program. On balance, 
the 2017 statement was quite predictive of many of the 
tendencies in Trump administration foreign policy, with 
one consistent theme being the attempt to discard any 
remnants of the foreign policy of the preceding Obama 
administration, and even of the George W. Bush, Bill Clin-
ton and George H. W. Bush administrations.

Perhaps ironically, a Biden administration would likely in 
its first year spend a lot of time and attention on restor-
ing most of what Trump has tried to eliminate. Biden and 
his team have already indicated that they would seek 
to restore America’s prestige and leadership role in the 
world, rebuild trust and cooperation with American allies, 
and recommit to international institutions that Trump has 
attacked, including NATO, the United Nations and the 
World Health Organization (WHO).

The possibility of a second Trump administration has 
been of great concern not only for American Democrats 
but also for a large number of foreign and defense policy 
experts and former officials affiliated with the Republican 
Party.2 These levels of concern are based on extrapola-
tions of tendencies and choices made by Trump over the 
past four years. Questions raised include: will Trump fi-
nally abandon NATO? Will he make a deal with Russia’s 
President Putin that sells Europe down the river? Might 
he blunder into a conflict with North Korea, or even Chi-
na? Could he try to build a Middle Eastern coalition with 
Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the United Arab Republic to at-
tack Iran?

As the elections approached in the United States, Trump 
ordered some significant reductions in US forces in Ger-
many, Iraq, and Afghanistan. These moves followed prom-
ises Trump made during the 2016 campaign to lower the 
US military profile overseas, although he has increased 
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it elsewhere, including in Saudi Arabia. No matter how 
one feels about the wisdom of these moves – and the 
reductions might please some on the left of the Demo-
cratic Party who oppose interventionist policies – it ap-
pears that the Trump administration does not anticipate 
initiating hostilities in the Middle East, at least in the 
near term. In the run-up to the elections, President Trump 
hosted the signing of peace agreements between Isra-
el and the Arab states of the United Arab Emirates and 
Bahrain.3 The process looked like an attempt to further 
isolate Iran in the region and possibly build a coalition 
ultimately to take on Tehran. At the same time, Trump 
said that he would be open to a “deal” with Iran, acknowl-
edging that any such deal would have to wait until the 
elections were over because Tehran would be hoping for 
a better deal from a Biden administration than it could 
get with Trump.

Before looking at a few potential differences in key policy 
areas with a prospective Biden administration versus a 
second Trump one, it might be useful to identify some 
overall themes that would likely frame policy choices.

First, Trump has proven himself to be mistrustful of in-
ternational organizations and multilateral cooperation. 
Biden’s history and his choice of advisors, on the other 
hand, reflects a strong belief that international coopera-
tion is in the interest of the United States. 

The second, and perhaps a subset of the first point, has 
to do with allies. Biden is a strong supporter of NATO 
and transatlantic cooperation in general. This contrasts 
sharply with Trump’s persistent attacks on the alliance 
and on individual allies, particularly about burden-sharing 
but also on trade and other issues. Trump has abdicat-
ed leadership of the West. Biden will seek to regain the 
leadership mantle. While he will look for leadership con-
tributions from allies, he will most likely not seek to “lead 
from behind.”

The third point plays off the second. President Trump has 
had a peculiar tendency to “like” and seek to establish 
warm relationships with various dictators. Perhaps he 
admires how they control their people – a model that he 
may envy. Consequently, he has been uncritical of au-
tocratic leaders in general and Russia’s President Putin 
in particular. Whereas the United States has had a long 
history of advocating for human rights in other countries 
– a history to which Vice President Biden has contributed 
– Trump has avoided taking countries like China, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia and others to task for their problematic hu-
man rights records. 

In this setting, what contrasts might we expect in several 
policy areas between a Biden first term and a Trump sec-
ond? What follows is a highly condensed examination of 
potential contrasts in a selected number of issue areas.

There is no reason to believe that Donald Trump would in the coming months experience an epiphany leading him to decide that international cooperation should characterize his 
second term’s foreign policy. Pictured is Donald Trump speaking at the 72th UN General Assembly in New York (photo: Drop of Light/Shutterstock.com)
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NATO AND THE EUROPEAN UNION
It would be reasonable to expect that, at a minimum, a 
second Trump term would push even harder on the Euro-
pean allies to “pay more” of the cost of transatlantic de-
fense and to give greater concessions in trade talks. This 
pressure would come at a particularly difficult time as 
allied increases in defense spending will be constrained 
by the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic for the 
next several years. As I speculated in my new book,4 it 
is possible that Trump could push his anti-NATO position 
to the point of withdrawing all US forces from Europe. 
That might only be a worst-case possibility, but it could 
be a threat that he would use as leverage with the NATO 
allies.

Biden, on the other hand, would likely in the first 90 days 
of his term try to reestablish mutual trust and confidence 
across the Atlantic. However, a dramatic change of style 
– from Trump’s transactional friction to Biden’s lubricat-
ed diplomacy – would not mean less concern about bur-
den-sharing. Biden’s administration would undoubtedly 
signal to the allies that in return for a kinder and gentler 
approach, the allies should demonstrate their apprecia-
tion by making serious improvements in defense spend-
ing and military capabilities for the alliance. The Obama-
Biden administration in 2014 was successful in getting 
the allies to commit to the goal of spending 2% of GDP 
on defense by 2024, but those aspirations will be limited 
by the pandemic’s financial realities as well as potentially 
growing support for redefining security policy to elevate 
environmental and health priorities. 

Trump made the mistake of believing that hammering 
the allies and the EU would produce significantly great-

er “contributions” to defense.  But Obama-Biden made 
the mistake of believing that promoting European inte-
gration would have that effect. Other European political 
and economic dynamics were at work in both cases, and 
new ones will complicate the future for whoever wins in 
November. 

INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION
There is no reason to believe that Donald Trump 
would in the coming months experience an epiphany 
leading him to decide that international cooperation 
should characterize his second term’s foreign policy. His 
first term revealed strong suspicion of the United Na-
tions and its associated institutions.  His ordering the 
US withdrawal from the World Health Organization (WHO) 
is probably the best guide to likely second-term policies. 
One could speculate that if international organizations 
were to show him due deference, he might find ways to 
cooperate. But that is not a likely direction for a second 
Trump administration to take.

Just as with allies and alliances, a Biden presidency 
would likely try to re-establish US prestige, influence and 
standing in international organizations. It seems certain 
that Biden would on day 1 reaffirm US membership in the 
WHO as part of his comprehensive policy to control the 
pandemic. 

At the nexus of alliance relations and international co-
operation lies the Iran nuclear deal. Trump has now said 
that he would negotiate a new deal with Iran that would 
help rescue the country from its current economic disas-
ter. He has not said what that deal would include. 

Trump’s suggestion of a new deal perhaps is in antici-
pation of a Biden policy of doing just that: cooperating 
with NATO allies in developing a new agreement with Iran 
that stops its work on nuclear weapons capabilities for 
at least some number of years. Biden has promised a 
“tough” approach but one that he claims will produce 
better results.5 

RUSSIA
Regarding Russia, the expectation with a Trump second 
term most likely should be a continuation of his refusal 
to criticize his good friend Vladimir. During the Cold War, 
the NATO allies were concerned that the United States 
and the Soviet Union might reach agreements over their 
heads. At the same time, they worried about US actions 
that might be too provocative toward Russia. It is the for-
mer concern that now faces the Europeans. This could, 
of course, become a really big deal if Trump and Putin 
conspired to promote major changes in the international 
system or in European security arrangements. In my De-
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In any case, both a Biden presidency and Trump second term would face serious 
constraints on defense spending and new international commitments as a product 
of the financial burdens imposed by the pandemic. Pictured are campaign buttons of 
both Donald Trump and Joe Biden (RozenskiP/Shutterstock.com)
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fense of the West (2020 edition), I suggested a decision 
by Trump to withdraw all US troops from Europe could 
come in the context of an agreement with Putin on fu-
ture European security arrangements. This obviously is 
a worst-case scenario, but it is unsettling even to have 
to contemplate it. Imagining such a development has led 
me to wonder whether Trump, in a second term, might 
reverse course, deciding that whatever Putin holds over 
him is no longer important because he has been re-elect-
ed. But this conversion still seems remote.

As for a Biden administration’s approach to Russia, one 
might expect to see a combination of confrontation and 
cooperation. The model is one that is quite familiar to the 
Europeans because it is an updated version of the Harm-
el formula from the Cold War. Perhaps his first big move 
would be to fulfill his promise to “… pursue an extension 
of the New START treaty, an anchor of strategic stability 
between the United States and Russia, and use that as a 
foundation for new arms control arrangements.”6 But he 
says he would do so in the context of keeping Western 

defenses strong against potential military aggression as 
well as “…nontraditional threats, such as weaponized 
corruption, disinformation, and cybertheft….”7

And, contrasted with the Trump refusal to criticize Putin’s 
management of his country, Biden would not be reluctant 
to raise human rights and other issues publicly and di-
rectly with Moscow. In his Foreign Affairs article, which 
his team members recommend as guidance to his likely 
foreign policies, Biden says “We must impose real costs 
on Russia for its violations of international norms and 
stand with Russian civil society, which has bravely stood 
up time and again against President Vladimir Putin’s klep-
tocratic authoritarian system.”8

AUTHORITARIAN LEADERS, ILLIBERAL POLITICAL SYSTEMS
Discussing US relations with Russia brings us to the 
general topic of dealing with authoritarian leaders and 
illiberal politicians. This is a category with which Pres-
ident Trump has felt extremely comfortable. Whether 
talking about Russia’s President Putin, China’s Xi Jinping, 

Although the Trump administration has not featured an easily definable foreign policy with coherent goals and plans, it has produced a set of foreign policy actions that has 
shaped America’s posture toward the world. Pictured is Trump’s Secretary Michael R. Pompeo who participates in the Virtual East Asia Summit Ministerial on September 9, 
2020 (photo: Flickr/U.S. Department of State)
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North Korea’s President Kim Jong-un, Turkey’s President  
Erdogan or Hungary’s Prime Minister Orbán, President 
Trump seems to admire their “strong” governance style 
and believes that he can be friends with them even when 
they disagree. This tendency exerts an important influ-
ence on American foreign policy that should not be un-
derestimated. 

A President Biden would clearly try to establish some 
distance between this Trumpian tendency and his own 
approach. This does not mean that he would automat-
ically confront authoritarian or illiberal leaders, but he 
also would not be deterred from criticizing them. In fact, 
Biden has promised in his first year to host a “Summit 
for Democracy” that would “…bring together the world’s 
democracies to strengthen our democratic institutions, 
honestly confront nations that are backsliding, and forge 
a common agenda.”9

CHINA
As the United States approaches its elections, Demo-
crats and Republicans are competing to avoid being de-

fined as soft on China. President Trump has taken a hard 
line toward China while claiming warm ties with Xi Jin-
ping. The US-China relationship was already troubled by 
trade and strategic conflicts early in 2020 and then the 
Coronavirus came along to make it worse. The political 
dynamic of the 2020 elections has meant that neither 
candidate for president would come to the presidency in 
2021 with a permissive approach to relations with China. 

We could speculate, however, that Trump would likely con-
tinue his hard line in 2021, pushing for a new and bene-
ficial trade deal with China that he could proclaim as the 
result of his strong negotiating tactics. 

On the other hand, a President Biden would likely follow 
the “make it in the USA” approach that he has deployed 
in the campaign while saying a US government under his 
leadership would sanction Chinese trade practices but 
would target them more effectively than has the Trump 
administration. Importantly, Biden says he would work 
within the international trade system and with allies to 
deal with China problems.10 

ANALYSIS

A Biden administration will have to gauge how American influence and respect has been damaged by the Trump term, adjusting its policies accordingly. Pictured is Joe Biden 
during a campaign rally in January in Nevada (Trevor Bexon/Shutterstock.com)
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The next administration will look for strategies to counter 
aggressive Chinese military behavior in the South China 
Sea and elsewhere as well as Beijing’s attempt to re-
shape the international system in its favor. In keeping 
with the general tendencies, Biden will likely seek to do 
so with the support of allies, while Trump would mostly 
continue to take a more unilateralist approach.

USE OF FORCE 
Both candidates have made a point of saying they would 
avoid US involvement in unnecessary international con-
flicts. But both candidates have issues in this area. 

President Trump has attempted to put his “peace” cre-
dentials front and center in the late stages of the cam-
paign hosting a much-touted peace agreement between 
Israel, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain. The out-
come of negotiations facilitated by the administration, 
Trump claimed, would lead toward a wider settlement of 
Arab-Israeli differences in the region, although the Pales-
tinians and a two-state solution have been left out of the 
mix.11 On the other hand, the process Trump has encour-
aged also has the potential for becoming a coalition to 
be used against Iran, perhaps militarily.

Biden is certainly seen as the more “diplomatic,” reason-
able and thoughtful candidate on questions involving the 
use of force, but his very wide base in the Democratic 
Party goes from anti-war supporters of Senator and for-
mer presidential candidate Bernie Sanders on the left to 
a variety of international interventionists on the center 
right.

In any case, both a Biden presidency and Trump second 
term would face serious constraints on defense spend-
ing and new international commitments as a product of 
the financial burdens imposed by the pandemic. 

ON BALANCE… 
The results of the November election for control of Con-
gress could affect both possible paths considered here. 
The House is likely to remain controlled by the Demo-
crats, so the main question is whether the Senate will 
stay in Republican hands. A Democratic Senate would 
facilitate Biden’s foreign policy implementation and com-
plicate it for Trump.

It seems unlikely that Trump’s reelection would usher in 
a different style of foreign policy making and execution 
than what we have seen in his first term. He seems very 
set in his ways, and so some version of chaos would 
likely characterize foreign and security policy in a second 
term. 

Biden undoubtedly would bring a more predictable and 
traditional approach to foreign policy formulation and im-
plementation. His administration, as suggested above, 
would seek in its early months to reassure the internation-
al community that the United States has not permanently 
gone off the multilateral-cooperation tracks. A Biden ad-
ministration will have to gauge how badly American influ-
ence and respect has been damaged by the Trump term, 
adjusting its policies accordingly. And it might experience 
some challenges sorting out internal Democratic Party 
differences on defense spending, international interven-
tion, and the use of force. Biden would nonetheless ben-
efit from the fact that most of the world, excluding a few 
autocratic and illiberal leaders, would welcome a breath 
of fresh but familiar air from Washington. 
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