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BIDEN AND THE WEST ASIAN TINDERBOX 
The U.S. is a sunset power in the region and the President faces challenges 

in reshaping American engagement here 
 It took just 36 days for United States President Joe Biden to order his first air strike abroad since taking 
office. On February 25, the U.S. bombed facilities used by Iran-backed militias in Syria, in retaliation for a rocket 
attack at an American base in Erbil, the capital of the Iraqi Kurdistan, earlier in the month, allegedly by pro-Iran Shia 
militants in Iraq. The next day, the administration released an intelligence report on the killing of journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi inside Saudi Arabia’s Istanbul consulate on October 2, 2018, which concluded that Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman ordered the operation. Separately, the Biden administration has taken steps to revive the 
Iran nuclear deal, and asked the Islamic Republic to comply with the terms of the multilateral agreement that was 
reached in 2015 but abandoned by former U.S. President Donald Trump in 2018. 
 

The strategic reality 
 These three decisions may not be directly interlinked, but they draw a broad outline of Mr. Biden’s West 
Asia policy. Almost all American Presidents since the Second World War have left deep policy imprints on the 
region. Barack Obama and Mr. Trump sought to refocus away from West Asia to East Asia where China is rising, but 
they did it differently. Mr. Obama identified Iran’s nuclear programme as his primary foreign policy challenge in the 
region — as it could end Israel’s nuclear monopoly and trigger an arms race — and sought to address it 
diplomatically. This was also out of a reluctant conviction that going to war with Iran would be too risky. 
 Mr. Trump took a more hostile approach towards Iran. He abandoned the nuclear deal, reimposed 
sanctions on Tehran, offered unconditional support to Saudi Arabia and Israel in taking on Iranian proxies, and even 
assassinated a top Iranian General. But Mr. Trump was also careful not to open a direct war with Iran. He ordered 
the hit on Qassim Soleimani in Iraq, not inside Iran. When Iran retaliated by firing missiles at American bases in Iraq 
or when it shot down an American drone over the Gulf, Mr. Trump chose not to order counter attacks. 
 Mr. Biden faces the same strategic reality, with a greater urgency. The competition with China has revived 
memories of the Cold War, and the administration has moved fast to build an alliance system in the Indo-Pacific. 
Mr. Biden cannot get stuck in West Asia for too long, but he cannot just leave a region, which has some of America’s 
closest allies, and hosts thousands of its troops, either. His initial decisions suggest that he, like Mr. Obama, has 
identified the Iranian nuclear programme as the key challenge. Because, if that is not tackled, it could trigger a chain 
of incidents, drawing both the U.S. and its allies into another prolonged conflict in the region which would slow 
down his pivot to the Indo-Pacific. 
 Mr. Obama was narrowly focused on the Iran nuclear programme. (He did not use force against Iran or its 
proxies that could have endangered the nuclear talks.) Mr. Biden, on the other hand, has set a more ambitious plan 
in motion. By offering talks to Iran while at the same time bombing Iranian proxies and ending support for Saudi 
Arabia’s war on Yemen and releasing an intelligence exposé on its de facto leader, he is seeking to strike a balance 
between the region’s two key powers — one an ally and the other a rival. 
 

The Iran deal as ticking clock 
 But Mr. Biden faces at least three key challenges in his bid to reshape the U.S.’s engagement with the 
region. One, his decision to bomb pro-Iran militants in Syria in retaliation for an attack by Iran-backed militants in 
Iraq could be read in Iran as a weak show of strength rather than a tough warning. Mr. Trump ordered the Soleimani 
hit in Iraq. Mr. Biden picked Syria, further away from Iran. When Soleimani was killed, the Trump administration 
claimed that the attack reestablished America’s deterrence. But in fact, Shia militants continued to target American 
positions inside Iraq with rocket attacks. Even after Mr. Biden’s Syria strikes, attacks targeting U.S. presence 
continued in Iraq. After Mr. Biden stopped America’s support for the Yemen war, the Houthis, backed by Iran, also 
stepped up attacks against Saudi Arabia. 
 While attacks and counter attacks continue, Mr. Biden is losing precious time to revive the nuclear deal. 
Iran is going to presidential elections in June. Mr. Biden’s best practical way to contain Iran’s nuclear programme is 
by reviving the deal. And his best bet to revive the deal is to do it before President Hassan Rouhani, whose 
government signed the original agreement in 2015, leaves office. The clock is ticking. 
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Saudi Arabia and Israel 
 Two, if the U.S.’s dependence on Saudi Arabia has reduced in recent years, Riyadh’s dependence on 
Washington has also come down in a changing West Asia. The U.S. did nothing when Saudi oil facilities came under 
attack in September 2019. The Saudis know that America’s ability in shaping geopolitical outcome in West Asia is in 
decline. Today, there are more power centres in the region — from Turkey to Russia. MBS, as the Saudi Crown 
Prince is widely called, has established a good working relationship with Russia’s Vladimir Putin. Foreseeing some 
blowback from the Biden administration, he moved quickly to mend ties with Qatar, even ignoring the scepticism 
from the United Arab Emirates. 
 On March 7, in an apparent defiance of America’s call for an end to the war on Yemen, Saudi Arabia carried 
out massive air strikes in the country amid Houthi attacks. Unless there is a palace coup, MBS is set to become the 
monarch when his father, King Salman, leaves the throne. Washington will have to deal with him, and when it does, 
he will have more options on his side than his father, uncles and grandfather had. 
 Three, the elephant in the room is Israel. How is Mr. Biden going to fit Israel into his larger scheme of things 
for West Asia? If Mr. Biden talks human rights to Saudi Arabia and ignores the rights abuses by Israel, which is being 
investigated by the International Criminal Court for alleged war crimes in the occupied Palestinian territories, his 
policy would look hollow. If he “holds Iran accountable” for the actions of Shia militias by ordering air strikes and 
does nothing to stop Israel’s ever-expanding settlements in the occupied West Bank, he would be accused of double 
standards. And if he takes a tougher line towards Israel and pushes them to revive the stalled peace process with 
the Palestinians at a time when his administration seeks to engage Iran for the nuclear deal, it would further 
infuriate the Israelis, who in the past had carried out intelligence operations and targeted killings inside Iran. An 
angry Israel can, to the least, torpedo Mr. Biden’s Iran policy. 
 

China is the focus now 
 Mr. Biden does not have an easy way out of the West Asian tinderbox. Mr. Obama had narrower goals. 
Success for Mr. Biden would depend largely on how he manages to balance between the three key powers in the 
region. He may be hoping that a hybrid strategy of tough posturing, use of limited force and diplomatic outreach 
would yield results. 
 It would have worked 20 years ago when the U.S. push for democracy had forced even Egypt’s Hosni 
Mubarak to hold multiparty elections. The U.S. today is a sunset power in West Asia, and its strategic focus is on 
China. Both America’s allies and rivals know that. And in geopolitics, consequences need not necessarily follow the 
plan of action. 

Meaning of Difficult Words: 

 
 tinderbox (noun) – The word ‘tinder’ is normally 

used to refer to any highly inflammable object 
material, like dry grass, wood, straw, etc. that can be 
used to start a fire quickly. Tinderbox is a small metal 
box that contained a tinder and all the other things 
required to light a fire. It (figuratively) means 
something catches fire & burn down very quickly. 

 sunset (adjective) – declining. 
 engagement (noun) – participation, taking part, 

involvement. 
 strike (verb) – attack, air strike, air attack, assault, 

bombing.  
 abroad (adverb) – in a foreign country. 
 Iran-backed (adjective) – supported by Iran. 
 militia (noun) – armed forces, military unit, soldiery 

(from the civil population to support main forces). 
 retaliation (noun) – revenge, vengeance, counter-

attack. 
 pro- (prefix) – supporting, favouring. 

 base (noun) – (military) camp, station, settlement, 
post. 

 allegedly (adverb) – reportedly, supposedly, 
purportedly, ostensibly, apparently. 

 Shia (adjective) – relating to Shia branch/sect of 
Islam. 

 militant (noun) – fanatic, extremist, radical, 
sectarian/partisan. 

 intelligence (noun) – department of intelligence 
(employed to collect & analyse military information). 

 consulate (noun) – mission, embassy, 
representation, diplomatic establishment. 

 Iran nuclear deal (or) Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (JCPOA) (noun) – JCPOA, known commonly as 
the Iran nuclear deal or Iran deal, is an agreement on 
the Iranian nuclear program reached in Vienna on 14 
July 2015, between Iran and the P5+1 (China, France, 
Germany, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the 
United States) together with the European Union. 
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 revive (verb) – reintroduce, restore, revitalize, 
renew, bring back. 

 comply with (verb) – abide by, adhere to, conform 
to. 

 multilateral (adjective) – involving many different 
countries/parties/organizations. 

 strategic (adjective) – relating to achieving long-term 
or overall (military) goals. 

 interlink (verb) – entangle, interweave, intertwine. 
 outline (noun) – rough idea, summary. 
 imprint (noun) – impact, lasting effect, influence, 

impression. 
 seek (verb) – try, attempt, aim. 
 monopoly (noun) – exclusive/complete control of 

something by a person/organization. 
 trigger (verb) – cause, prompt, set off, bring about. 
 arms race (noun) – competition between countries 

to amass their weapons. 
 address (verb) – tackle, deal with, attend to, try to 

sort out. 
 diplomatically (adverb) – tactfully, sensitively; in a 

way that involves ambassadors/diplomats between 
countries. 

 reluctant (adjective) – unwilling, disinclined, 
unenthusiastic. 

 conviction (noun) – belief, opinion, view, thought, 
idea, position. 

 hostile (adjective) – confrontational, belligerent, 
combative; opposed, inimical, antagonistic, ill-
disposed. 

 sanctions (noun) – action taken, or an order given to 
force a country to obey international laws by limiting 
or stopping trade with that country, by not allowing 
economic aid for that country, etc (Courtesy: VOA 
Learning English). 

 unconditional (adjective) – unquestioning, 
unrestricted, unlimited. 

 take on (phrasal verb) – compete against, oppose, 
challenge, confront, fight. 

 proxy (noun) – deputy, representative, substitute. 
 assassinate (verb) – murder, kill, execute. 
 hit (noun) – murder, killing, political execution. 
 retaliate (verb) – hit back, counterattack, take 

revenge. 
 shoot down (phrasal verb) – gun down, hit with a 

bullet/missile.  
 drone (noun) – unmanned aircraft/missile. 
 gulf (noun) – gap, fissure, rift; divide, division, 

separation, difference. 
 counter attack (noun) – revenge, vengeance, 

recrimination, reprisal. 

 alliance (noun) – coalition, association, union, 
partnership. 

 The Indo-Pacific (region) (noun) – the Indo-Pacific 
region refers to the confluence (convergence) of the 
Pacific and Indian Oceans, which interconnect in 
Southeast Asia (Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand, 
Philippines, Malaysia, Singapore, and more). 

 get stuck in (phrase) – embark on, set about, work 
at, get down on. 

 ally (noun) – a country/state with an alliance with 
another one in which they promise to support each 
other militarily and to defend each other. 

 prolonged (adjective) – lengthy, extended, 
protracted, unending, unrelenting. 

 slow down (phrasal verb) – reduce, lessen decrease 
(one’s activity). 

 pivot (noun) – focus/focal point, 
foundation,cornerstone. 

 narrowly (adverb) – only just, just, barely. 
 endanger (verb) – imperil, jeopardize, risk. 
 ambitious (adjective) – formidable, challenging, 

demanding; aspiring. 
 set in motion (phrase) – start, begin, activate, 

initiate, launch; trigger off, set off, cause, bring 
about. 

 expose (noun) – revelation, disclosure, exposure. 
 de facto (adjective) – Latin, literally ‘of fact’; existing, 

actual, effective. 
 strike a balance (phrase) – find a fair & reasonable 

line of action between two contrasting things. 
 rival (noun) – competitor, opponent, contestant, 

contender, challenger. 
 ticking clock (noun) – used to say that the time is 

passing quickly and there is not much time. 
 bid (noun) – attempt, effort, endeavour/try. 
 read (verb) – interpret, understand, comprehend. 
 deterrence (noun) – the act of deterring/stopping 

someone from doing something. 
 Houthis (rebels) (noun) – a decades-old resistance 

movement, born in opposition to Saudi Arabia’s 
religious influence. Yemen’s Houthi rebels are 
leading the fight against a Saudi-led coalition. 

 rather than (phrase) – instead of. 
 step up (phrasal verb) – increase, intensify, 

strengthen, augment. 
 bet (noun) – option, choice, course of action, plan. 
 the clock is ticking (phrase) – the time is passing 

quickly and there is not much time. 
 dependence on (noun) – reliance on, need for, 

confidence in. 
 come down (phrasal verb) – decline, reduce, lessen. 
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 geopolitical (adjective) – relating to (the study of) 
the geographical factors (a country’s position on the 
earth, size, climate, and natural resources & etc.) in 
world politics and inter-state relations. 

 outcome (noun) – result, effect, consequence. 
 foresee (verb) – anticipate, predict, envisage, 

envision. 
 blowback (noun) – unexpected (bad & harmful) 

outcomes; negative consequences/results/reactions 
of an action or decision (particularly, of a political 
action). 

 mend (verb) – put right, set right, sort out, resolve, 
correct, amend, improve.  

 ties (noun) – association, relationship; bond, 
connection. 

 scepticism (noun) – doubt, suspicion/mistrust, 
wariness, lack of conviction. 

 apparent (adjective) – evident/clear, visible, 
noticeable, recognizable. 

 defiance (noun) – resistance, opposition, 
confrontation. 

 call (for) (noun) – requirement, need, desire, 
demand. 

 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform, execute. 
 amid (preposition) – in the middle of, surrounded by; 

during. 
 coup (noun) – a sudden and violent regime change, 

seizure of power, (illegal) takeover of power. 
 throne (noun) – a ceremonial chair; seat of state, 

royal seat; sovereign power. 
 the elephant in the room (phrase) – it is mostly used 

to refer to a serious problem — one which people 
are aware of, but choose to ignore. They think that if 
they do not talk about it, the problem will somehow 
disappear. 

 the scheme of things (phrase) – in the way things 
normally/generally happen or arranged to happen 
(when compared with/related to other things) in a 
particular situation; a general view of the situation as 
a whole. 

 alleged (adjective) – supposed, claimed, professed, 
purported. 

 hollow (adjective) – pointless, empty, valueless. 
 hold accountable for (phrase) – to say that someone 

should accept the responsibility for something 
bad/unpleasant (that has happened). 

 accountable (adjective) – responsible, liable, 
answerable. 

 settlement (noun) – an uninhabited place where 
people established a community/colony. 

 International Criminal Court (ICC) (noun) – an 
intergovernmental organization and international 
tribunal that sits in The Hague, Netherlands. The 
International Criminal Court (ICC) investigates and, 
where warranted, tries individuals charged with the 
gravest crimes of concern to the international 
community: genocide, war crimes, crimes against 
humanity and the crime of aggression. As a court of 
last resort, it seeks to complement, not replace, 
national Courts. Governed by an international treaty 
called the Rome Statute, the ICC is the world’s first 
permanent international criminal court. 

 West Bank (noun) – It is a significant amount of land 
located on the west bank of the River Jordan and 
surrounded by Israel to the north, west and south. 
Jordan lies to its east. The West Bank has been 
occupied by Israel since the 1967 Middle East war, 
but decades of difficult on-off talks between Israel 
and the Palestinians – both of whom assert rights 
there – have left its final status unresolved. 

 accuse of (verb) – charge with, indict for, prosecute 
for. 

 double standard (noun) – the application of different 
sets of principles for situations that are, in principle. 

 takes a tough/hard line (phrase) – to handle with 
someone or something firmly/strictly and refuse to 
change your opinion or decision. 

 stalled (adjective) – obstructed, impeded, hindered, 
hampered, blocked, interrupted. 

 infuriate (verb) – anger/enrage, irk, irritate/annoy. 
 torpedo (verb) – destroy, wreck, ruin (a plan or 

project). 
 way out (noun) – answer, solution. 
 hybrid (adjective) – composed/combined of different 

elements. 
 strategy (noun) – plan of action (in order to achieve 

a more expansive set of political, economic, and 
security interests). 

 posture (noun) – position. 
 diplomatic (adjective) – (delicate & sensitive) 

consular, foreign-policy. 
 outreach (noun) – the level of reaching 

out/activity/effort; involvement. 
 yield (verb) – produce, give, provide. 
 push (noun) – effort, initiative, drive. 
 consequence (noun) – outcome, ramification, 

repercussion. 
 necessarily (adverb) – inevitably, certainly, surely, 

undoubtedly. 
 plan of action (phrase) – scheme, system, strategy. 

 


