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ABSTRACT 
 
The election of Donald Trump as president of the United States in 2016 may have seemed 
quite unlikely had it not been for a number of time-period factors on which he and his 
campaign team successfully capitalized. One major factor was the dramatic rise, since 9/11, 
in anti-Islam and anti-Muslim sentiments among a significant proportion of Americans, 
which Trump strategically conflated with broader concerns about immigration and national 
security. During his time in office, Trump has consistently exploited such sentiments, 
alienating U.S. Muslim communities but maintaining close relations with certain Muslim 
regimes internationally, namely Saudi Arabia, while fomenting tensions with others, 
particularly the Islamic Republic of Iran. Trump has engaged in a particular style of politics 
that has been referred to as ‘Trumpism’. This chapter explores the meaning of Trumpism 
in the context of Trump’s rhetoric and relations with domestic Muslim communities and 
selected Muslim-majority countries. Part 1 of this chapter discusses domestic issues 
beginning with Trump’s Islamophobic rhetoric during the 2016 election campaign, rhetoric 
on terrorism, the Muslim travel ban, and relations with U.S. Muslims, including attacks on 
two Democratic (and Muslim) congresswomen (Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib). Part 2 
addresses international issues including Trump’s policies regarding the Israel-Palestine 
conflict, withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (Iran Nuclear Deal) and 
conflict with Iran, and ongoing support for Saudi Arabia amidst its war in Yemen and the 
murder of The Washington Post journalist Jamal Khashoggi. This chapter will attempt to 
identify some potential medium to long-term impacts of Trumpism on Islam-West 
relations.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The presidency of Donald Trump marks a significant departure from the conduct and 

discourse of previous U.S. presidents. From the aggressive use of so-called “Twitter 
diplomacy” to labelling the news media as the “enemy of the people,” from overt 
demonizing of racial, religious and ethnic minorities to openly praising authoritarian 
regimes and legitimizing far-right groups, the phenomenon of Trumpism has inflamed 
social tensions and divisions within the United States, while facilitating conflict 
internationally, particularly in the Middle East. These tensions arise from Trump’s 
particular brand of nationalism, perhaps best represented by his campaign slogan “Make 
America Great Again” (Cherkaoui 2016), which seems to have been pursued in disregard 
for established conventions and norms as well as international law and human rights. For 
Islam-West relations, Trumpism negatively impacts social cohesion in the United States 
and has seemingly contributed to conditions that will most likely facilitate the continuation 
of conflicts in the Middle East well beyond Trump’s time in office. Overall, Trumpism 
perpetuates an image of Islam as an enemy of the United States, an indifference to Muslim 
Americans’ sense of belonging, and appears regressive in relation to the “new beginning” 
with the broader Muslim world initiated under Trump’s predecessor, President Barack 
Obama.  

Trumpism has been defined as “a brew of nationalist, populist, anti-establishment, anti-
expert, anti-globalist, protectionist, ‘us versus them,’ and most of all, anti-immigrant 
sentiment” (Tierney, 2016). Trump’s “instincts and impulses guided by a populist desire 
to please his base” (Sopel, 2018) seem to drive Trumpism and his political success. This 
includes cutting taxes, pulling the U.S. out of climate change agreements (such as the Paris 
Accords of 2015), undoing the Affordable Health Care Act known as Obamacare, building 
a wall on the U.S. southern border and imposing a ban on entrants from mainly Muslim-
majority countries. Trump’s base encompasses the wealthiest Americans as well as those 
on the right who are concerned about immigration, national security, preserving the 
dominance of white America, and the dominance of Israel over the Palestinians. The latter 
is of particular concern to Evangelical Christians and Zionists, which constitute a 
significant proportion of Trump supporters and are among the main influences on his 
Middle East policies. In addition to those with particular financial and religio-ideological 
interests, Trump supporters also include those on the far-right who express strong anti-
Islam/anti-Muslim sentiments and perceive an existential threat from Islam. The full effects 
of Trumpism may not be comprehended or realized for some time, but it is clear that this 
phenomenon has had, and will continue to have, a negative impact on Islam-West relations 
in both domestic and global contexts. This suggests that progressive developments within 
contemporary Islam (Duderija and Rane, 2019) will be ignored or denied in preference for 
maintaining outdated clichés, stereotypes and tropes that frame Islam as the antithesis of 



Islam-West Relations in the Era of Trump 3 

the West and promote a clash of civilizations as the inevitable future of Islam-West 
relations.  

This chapter explores the meaning of Trumpism in the context of Trump’s rhetoric and 
relations with domestic Muslim communities and Muslim regimes internationally. Part 1 
discusses domestic issues beginning with Trump’s Islamophobic rhetoric during the 2016 
election campaign, rhetoric on terrorism, the Muslim travel ban, and relations with U.S. 
Muslims, including Trump’s attacks on two Democratic (and Muslim) congresswomen 
(Ilhan Omar and Rashida Tlaib). Many international issues could have been included in 
this chapter, such as Trump’s hostile engagement with Turkey, exemplified by actions that 
resulted in the devaluing of the Turkish Lira (Rabouin, 2019), his support for the 
dictatorship of Egypt’s Abdel Fattah el-Sisi and attempt to classify the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood as a terrorist organization (Savage, Schmitt and Haberman, 2019), as well as 
Trump’s decision to keep U.S. troops in Syria in order to control the country’s oil (Borger, 
2019). However, as it is beyond the scope of this chapter to examine the many issues 
concerning Trumpism and the Muslim world, Part 2 is confined to Trump’s policies 
regarding the Israel-Palestine conflict, withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of 
Action (Iran Nuclear Deal) and conflict with Iran, and ongoing support for Saudi Arabia 
amidst its war in Yemen and the murder of The Washington Post journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi. These issues are examined to identify some potential medium to long-term 
impacts of Trumpism on Islam-West relations. 

 
 

DOMESTIC ISSUES 
 
While successive U.S. presidents from Jimmy Carter to Barack Obama have engaged 

in conflicts with Muslim regimes and Islamist-jihadist groups, they all nevertheless sought 
to avoid associating Islam with terrorism and to maintain positive relations with Muslim-
majority countries in general as well as with Muslim communities in the United States. 
While Trump’s immediate predecessor, Barack Obama, presided over U.S. military 
conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, conducted devastating drone strikes in Pakistan, Somalia, 
Yemen and other Muslim-majority countries, continued support for Israel’s occupation of 
Palestine, and only reluctantly supported uprisings for freedom and democracy during the 
Arab Spring (Rane and Salem, 2012), he managed to maintain favorable views among 
Muslims domestically through carefully crafted rhetoric (Mogahed and Mahmood, 2019). 
From his inauguration speech to his 2009 addresses in the parliament of Turkey and at 
Cairo University, Obama positioned himself as a president who would establish a “new 
beginning” with Muslims and seemingly repair the damage done by his predecessor George 
W. Bush who presided over the post-9/11 War on Terror. In contrast, Trump represents a 
departure from previous presidents’ inclusive approach vis-a-vis U.S. Muslims and their 
caution to avoid characterizing Islam as an enemy of the United States. Trump’s rhetoric 
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is exemplified by openly hostile statements concerning Muslim Americans, unsympathetic 
responses to instances of hate crimes targeting U.S. Muslims, and public attacks on U.S. 
Congresswomen who happen to be Muslim. In particular, many of Trump’s policies - from 
his disengagement with U.S. Muslims to the dismantling of the Affordable Health Care 
Act to the withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal - seem to be directly motivated by an 
intention to undermine Obama’s legacy and appeal to parts of the electorate that hold anti-
Islam/anti-Muslim sentiments. Research by the Pew Research Center (2017) suggests that 
this may constitute up to 50 percent of U.S. citizens overall and over 60 percent of 
Republicans and White Evangelicals. This section will consider the social and political 
contexts of Trump’s political success, while examining several key issues since the 
beginning of his presidency that have alienated Muslim Americans and promoted 
Islamophobic discourses.  

 
 

Islamophobia and the 2016 Election Campaign 
 
Since the attacks on 11 September 2001, there has been a sharp rise in anti-Islam and 

anti-Muslim sentiments throughout Western societies (Rane, Ewart and Martinkus, 2014). 
Islamophobia has been a particular concern in the United States, where it has been asserted 
that hatred and vilification of Muslims has “moved from the fringes of American society 
to the mainstream” (CAIR, 2016). A 2017 study by the Pew Research Center found that 
large numbers of Americans hold negative views of Islam and Muslims and have 
“reservations about the role of Islam in society” (Pew Research Center, 2017). For 
example, the survey found that half (50%) of respondents did not view Islam as being part 
of mainstream American society, while 25% believed that at least half of Muslims in the 
United States were “anti-American”. It also found that 44% of Americans believed that 
there is a “natural conflict between the teachings of Islam and democracy” (Pew Research 
Center, 2017). This is in spite of Muslim Americans increasingly expressing views that 
indicate the development of progressive interpretations of Islam conducive to their place 
in the U.S. (Pew Research Center, 2017).  

The 2016 U.S. presidential election campaign saw candidates exploiting existing anti-
Islam sentiments among segments of the electorate, seemingly attempting to mainstream 
Islamophobia. This became shockingly clear from the beginning of the Republican 
presidential primaries in which multiple candidates directly targeted Islam and Muslims in 
their speeches and policy platforms (Pengelly, 2015). There were suggestions of banning 
Muslim migration to the United States, implementing a national registry of Muslim 
Americans, as well as assertions that Islam is not “consistent” with the United States 
Constitution (Pilkington, 2015; Pengelly, 2015). Trump represented perhaps the most 
blatant and aggressive use of anti-Muslim rhetoric. Throughout the campaign, he inflamed 
social tensions and divisions through sustained racist and Islamophobic discourse, 
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targeting religious and ethnic minorities whom he sought to frame as threats to national 
security (Khan et al., 2019). Muslims bore the brunt of many of Trump’s attacks, as he 
consistently conflated Islam and its adherents with violence and terrorism, asserted a 
perceived incompatibility between Islam and the American way of life and suggested 
banning Muslim migration into the United States (Khan et al., 2019).  

Khan et al. (2019) assert that throughout the election campaign, Trump “employed 
various discursive techniques to represent Islam and Muslims in a negative manner” and 
that “in his prejudicial representation of Islam, most of the Islamic beliefs are represented 
as anti-women and anti-American, threatening the security of America and its very way of 
life” (p. 115). During a 2016 interview with CNN, Trump stated that “Islam hates us”, a 
comment which came in response to a question “about whether he believed the West is at 
war with Islam” (DelReal, 2016). Such discourses obstruct an appreciation for 
developments that have occurred in Muslim thinking about Islam both in the U.S., where 
progressive, liberal perspectives are growing, making Islam more compatible with 
American society (Pew Research Center, 2017), as well as in the broader Muslim world, 
where support for freedom and democracy has been clearly expressed along with a 
rejection of authoritarianism and Islamism (Rane and Salem, 2012). Akyol (2019) contends 
that Muslims globally are turning away from political Islam because they are “disillusioned 
with the ugly things done in the name of their religion”, including the “civil wars, 
authoritarian rule, hate-filled teaching” of Islamic movements, Islamist regimes and 
militant groups like ISIS. 

While some members of the Democratic Party harshly criticized the Islamophobic 
discourse employed by Trump and his campaign, his approach was embraced by many 
within the Republican party. Beydoun (2017) argues that “following Trump’s lead, 
candidates behind him employed anti-Muslim rhetoric to compete with the eventual 
Republican Party nominee and strategically capitalize on the Islamophobic views of 
growing segments of the electorate” (pp. 1759-1760). Polling data from throughout the 
election campaign found that many Trump voters held negative attitudes towards Islam 
and Muslims and were largely supportive of his proposed policies. Reuters/Ipsos found 
that among Trump supporters, 58 percent held a “somewhat unfavorable” or “very 
unfavorable” view of Islam, compared to 24 percent amongst supporters of Democratic 
candidate Hillary Clinton. In the same poll, 78 percent of Trump supporters said that 
“compared to other religions, Islam was more likely to encourage acts of terrorism” - a 
view which was held by 36 percent of Clinton supporters (Flitter and Khan, 2016). While 
anti-Muslim rhetoric and Islamophobic tropes had previously been used by far-right parties 
in Europe, the 2016 U.S. election campaign witnessed an alarming trend of such tactics 
being employed by mainstream political parties, which continued following Trump taking 
office. Beydoun (2016) argues that “Trump’s full-blown Islamophobia resonated deeply 
with voters” and “mobilized more than just a fringe or rabid demographic, but a sizable 
segment of the American polity to cast votes in his favor”. The fermenting and exploitation 
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of anti-Islam/anti-Muslim sentiment played a major role in Trump’s shock victory in the 
2016 election (Sunar, 2017).  

 
 

Rhetoric on Terrorism  
 
Trump’s negative and hostile language regarding Islam and Muslims represents a 

major contrast with previous U.S. presidents. Former presidents George W. Bush and 
Barrack Obama took more nuanced and inclusive approaches when discussing Islam, 
particularly in the context of terrorism. One prominent example comes from a 2001 speech 
by President George W. Bush in the aftermath of the 9/11 attacks, in which he stated that 
“the face of terror is not the true faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about. Islam is 
peace. These terrorists don’t represent peace. They represent evil and war.” Bush went on 
to discuss the contributions of Muslim Americans, whom he stated “love America just as 
much as I do”, while condemning anti-Muslim discrimination (White House Archives, 
2001). Despite the negative impacts on Muslim Americans, such as Islamophobia and hate 
crimes (CAIR, 2016), which came about as a result of his administration’s ‘War on Terror’, 
President Bush publicly sought to make a clear distinction between ‘Islam’ and what may 
be termed ‘radical Islamist terrorism’ (Rane, 2019). In contrast, Trump has consistently 
conflated Islam and Muslims with terrorism and framed Muslims as anti-American, while 
explicitly stating that “Islam hates us”. To put it another way, Trump does not make a 
distinction between the religion of Islam and the political ideology of Islamist-jihadism but 
sees both as a radical, violent threat.  

Analysis of Trump’s tweets further demonstrates his pejorative rhetoric regarding 
Islam and Muslims, and his consistent conflation of Islam and terrorism. Between the 
presidential election campaign in 2015 and 2019, he sent 44 Tweets using the words 
“Islam”, “Islamic” or “Islamist” and another 14 Tweets using the word “Muslim” or 
“Muslims” (excluding those that have been deleted) according to a search of the website, 
Trump Twitter Archive (http://www.trumptwitterarchive.com/archive). Of Trump’s 44 
references to Islam, most were references to “radical Islamic terror/terrorism” (26), a 
phrase Trump most frequently used in relation to the spread, threat, something that needs 
to be stopped or kept out of the country, or that his political opponents won’t stand up to 
or speak out against. Other references include “radical Islam” (7) “Islamic terrorism” (3), 
“radical Islamic attack” (2), Islamic State, Islamic Jihad, Arab American Islamic Summit, 
extreme radical Islam, Islamist money list or radical Islamic. Overwhelmingly, Trump 
prefaces his use of the term Islam with the word radical and follows with the word terror 
or terrorism. In almost every Tweet that references Islam, Trump aligns the religion with 
political violence. Similarly, pejorative references are made in relation to Muslims, with 
the term used by Trump in the context of a Muslim problem, ban, celebrations on 9/11, 
immigration, or joining ISIS. In sum, Trump’s Tweets offer no positive regard for Islam, a 
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major world religion followed by millions of American citizens. While Trump has 
repeatedly used the term ‘radical Islamic terrorism’ when describing acts of terrorism 
perpetrated by Muslims (Beauchamp, 2017), he largely avoids using the term ‘terrorism’ 
when the perpetrators have been motivated by far-right or white nationalist ideologies 
(Saletan, 2018). 

 
 

Muslim Travel Ban 
 
One of the most controversial policies enacted by the Trump administration was the 

so-called ‘Muslim travel ban’, which blocked citizens of several Muslim-majority 
countries from entering the United States. The policy was first proposed by the Trump 
campaign in the midst of the Republican primaries, during which it was announced that the 
candidate was “calling for a total and complete shutdown of Muslims entering the United 
States until our country’s representatives can figure out what is going on” (Wang, 2017). In 
a now-deleted statement, originally released on 7 December 2015, the campaign claimed 
that a quarter of Muslim Americans “agreed that violence against Americans here in the 
United States is justified as a part of the global jihad” and that 51 percent” agreed that 
Muslims in America should have the choice of being governed according to Shariah [law]” 
(Wang, 2017). According to the statement “Shariah authorizes such atrocities as murder 
against non-believers who won’t convert, beheadings and more unthinkable acts that pose 
great harm to Americans, especially women” (Wang, 2017). Asserting the need for this 
proposed ‘Muslim ban’, Trump argued that “our country cannot be the victims of 
horrendous attacks by people that believe only in Jihad, and have no sense of reason or 
respect for human life” (Wang, 2017). The campaign sought to support these claims with 
data from a 2015 poll conducted by the Center for Security Policy (CSP). The CSP, an 
American-based conservative think tank, has been designated as a hate group by the 
Southern Poverty Law Centre, which describes the organization as a “conspiracy-oriented 
mouthpiece for the growing anti-Muslim movement in the United States” (SPLC).  

Following his victory in the general election, and despite widespread condemnation of 
the proposal, President Trump issued an executive order in January 2017 which blocked 
travel to the United States for all citizens of Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and 
Yemen for a period of 90 days. The order also blocked from entering the United States “all 
refugees for 120 days; and Syrian refugees indefinitely” (American Civil Liberties Union, 
2019). The announcement of the ban was met with major protests at airports across the 
United States, with protestors condemning the President’s actions (Gambino et al., 2017). 
While the initial executive order was struck down by the courts, the administration 
continued to push forward with the policy. Despite multiple legal challenges in both state 
and federal courts, the third iteration of the travel ban remained in effect until the end of 
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Trump’s presidency. A detailed timeline of the Muslim Travel Ban can be found at the 
ACLU website (https://www.aclunc.org/sites/muslim-ban/). 

 
 

Relations with American Muslims 
 

White House Iftars 
U.S. administrations prior to Trump sought to maintain positive relations with 

American Muslim communities. One significant example of this has been hosting iftar 
dinners at the White House during the month of Ramadan, which began in 1996 during the 
Clinton administration. Ramadan is a month in the Muslim lunar calendar when Muslims 
fast from dawn until sunset. The breaking of the fast is known as iftar. In light of the 
strained relations between the U.S. government and Muslim communities, particularly 
since 9/11 and the War on Terror, the iftar dinners at the White House have been an 
important bridge-building initiative and a show of support for U.S. Muslims. The year 
2017, however, marked a major break in this bipartisan tradition, as President Trump 
declined to host the annual event. NBC News reported that “instead of hosting a dinner, the 
White House issued a statement on the Islamic holiday that focused heavily on the threat 
of terrorism, noting that recent attacks “steel our resolve to defeat the terrorists and their 
perverted ideology” (NBC News, 2018).  

The White House iftar dinner resumed in 2018, although it was reported that American 
Muslims were conspicuously absent from the event. While previous “White 
House iftars have invited not only diplomats but dozens of American Muslims from civil 
society, including corporate executives, scholars, activists and athletes” (CNN, 2018), the 
guest list for the 2018 event was reportedly comprised mainly of “Middle Eastern 
diplomats and senior officials” (Burton, 2018). The Guardian reported that American 
“Muslim leaders and advocates who had typically been on the guest list in years past” were 
not invited to attend (Siddiqui, 2018). In response to the event, several domestic Muslim 
groups and organizations held “a “NOT Trump’s Iftar” protest at a park across from the 
White House” (NBC News, 2018). This issue emphasizes the polarizing impact of 
Trumpism vis-a-vis American Muslims and suggests an attempt by the President to prevent 
an official acknowledgement of Muslims and Islam as part of American society and public 
life.  

 
Attacks on Muslim Congresswomen  

Trump has been highly critical of the so-called ‘Squad’ of progressive Democratic 
Congresswomen, Ilhan Omar, Rashida Tlaib, Ayanna Pressley and Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez. The four, then first-term representatives have been vocal critics of President Trump 
and the policies of his administration and strongly supported efforts to impeach the 
President. Trump, in turn, repeatedly attacked the Congresswomen, labelling them as 
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unpatriotic “savages” who “must hate our country” (Parkinson, 2019) in a number of 
outbursts which have been widely viewed as racist and Islamophobic. He has accused 
Representatives Omar and Tlaib, both of whom are Muslim, of anti-Semitism and 
supporting terrorist organizations such as Al Qaeda (Spangler, 2019). In September 2019, 
Trump retweeted an accusation that Omar “partied” in response to the attacks on 9/11. 
Omar later stated that she “experienced an increase in direct threats on my life — many 
directly referencing or replying to the president’s video” (Rupar, 2019). When these threats 
were raised by the media, Trump stated that he had “no second thoughts” about his actions. 
The President later defended supporters at a rally in North Carolina who (in reference to 
Omar) chanted “send her back”, describing the individuals as “incredible patriots” (Rupar, 
2019). Trump’s hostility towards these Muslim Congressmen women seemingly reiterates 
the message that Muslims should not be officially accepted as part of American public life.  

 
Impacts 

Trump’s racist and Islamophobic rhetoric seem to have emboldened white 
supremacists and far-right extremists, both in the United States and throughout the West. 
A 2019 poll conducted by the Public Religion Research Institute found that 54 percent of 
respondents believed that Trump’s “decisions and behavior as president have encouraged 
white supremacist groups” (Jones et al., 2018, p. 14). Organizations such as the Southern 
Poverty Law Center have also found that there has been a significant increase in the number 
of active hate groups in the United States since 2015, as well as in the number of racially 
motivated attacks. Over the course of the election campaign, public manifestations of 
Islamophobia increased sharply. A report by the Council of American-Islamic Relations 
(2016) found that reported incidents of anti-Muslim bias jumped from 1341 in 2014 to 
2213 in 2016. Over the same period, there was a 584 percent increase in reported anti-
Muslim hate crimes (CAIR, 2016).  

 
Muslim American Views on Trump 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Muslim Americans overwhelmingly voted for Trump’s rival, 
Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton, in the 2016 presidential election, and Joe Biden in 
the 2020 presidential election. A Pew Research Center (2017) survey on Islam in the United 
States found that 78 percent of respondents had voted for Clinton in the 2016 election, with 
only 8 percent reporting that they had voted for Trump. Following the election, Muslim 
American views on President Trump appeared to be largely negative, with many reporting 
feelings of concern and anger over the Trump administration’s attitudes towards Muslims 
and the current direction of the country. Among Muslim Americans, 74 percent believed 
that President Trump was unfriendly towards Muslims. Asked how President Trump made 
them feel personally, the majority of Muslim American survey participants (68%) reported 
that Trump made them feel worried, with 45 percent reporting that he made them feel angry 
(Pew Research Center, 2017). The presidency of Donald Trump also appears to have had 
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a negative impact on how Muslim Americans view the direction in which America as a 
country is going. In 2017, 64 percent reported that they were dissatisfied with “the way 
things are going in the country today”, compared to 38 percent in 2011 (Pew Research 
Center, 2017). A more recent survey conducted by ISPU found that only 16 percent of 
Muslim Americans approved of Trump’s performance as President - the lowest of any 
religious group in the sample (Mogahed and Mahmood, 2019, p. 7). In comparison, a 2016 
survey by ISPU reported a 78 percent approval rating for Trump’s predecessor Barack 
Obama (ibid). Even though both presidents Obama and Trump engaged in wars that 
resulted in massive death tolls and destruction in Muslim-majority countries, including 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria – with Obama more the aggressor than Trump – Obama’s 
inclusive discourse enabled him to maintain mostly favorable opinions among Muslim 
Americans. Trump’s hostile rhetoric and attempts to exclude Islam and Muslims from 
American public life have fostered concern and anger among American Muslim but served 
his political ambitions vis-a-vis the far-right, white supremacists and sectors of the U.S. 
electorate inclined towards their views.  

 
 

INTERNATIONAL ISSUES  
 
In addition to the domestic context, Trumpism also has been highly damaging and 

problematic globally, especially in the Middle East. This section will consider several key 
developments in U.S. foreign policy since the election of Trump and their significance in 
relation to contemporary Islam-West relations. It addresses international issues including 
the administration’s unprecedented level of support for the state of Israel and its continued 
occupation of Palestine, the exacerbation of conflict with the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
including the U.S. withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal, as well as ongoing support for 
the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia despite its perpetration of heinous human rights violations 
domestically and in neighboring states, particularly Yemen. While it should be noted that 
Trump’s policies in the Middle East could be seen as a continuation of those of his 
predecessors, namely aiding Israel’s dominance over the Palestinians, impeding Iran’s 
economic and military potential, and preserving the Saudi monarchy’s reign over Arabia, 
his approach to each has violated multilateral treaties and international law beyond what 
was previously considered possible or tolerable. As such, there are likely to be longer-term 
impacts of Trumpism in the Middle East that future U.S. presidents may be unable to 
reverse. 

 
 
 

Israel and Palestine  
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While strong support for the state of Israel has been a consistent and bipartisan aspect 
of U.S. foreign policy for decades (Mearsheimer and Walt, 2007), this has reached an 
unprecedented level under Trump, whose policies and actions have arguably destroyed 
prospects for a just and lasting resolution of the conflict for the foreseeable future. Trump’s 
so-called “the deal of the century”1 to resolve the Israel-Palestine conflict was 
enthusiastically received by Israel and pro-Israel groups but resoundingly rejected by 
Palestinians as well as much of the Arab world and international community, with many 
likening it to apartheid (Bishara, 2020). Fundamentally, Trump’s plan does not propose a 
just and lasting peace but terms that reinforce Israel’s claims over territory and resources 
that international law and United Nations’ resolutions have determined to be illegitimate, 
including Israel’s occupation of Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in Palestine. Trump laid 
the foundations for this plan in 2018 with the relocation of the American embassy in Israel 
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem and an announcement in November 2019 that the U.S. would 
no longer consider Israeli settlements in the West Bank illegal under international law 
(Caspani and Spetalnick, 2019).  

Jerusalem is a holy city for Jews, Christians, and Muslims that both Israelis and 
Palestinians claim as their rightful capital. The relocation of the embassy and the 
official U.S. recognition of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel received widespread 
condemnation from across the globe, and led to mass protests in the occupied Palestinian 
Territories (Holpuch and Weaver, 2018). The move is considered a violation of 
international law and numerous decisions of the United Nations General Assembly and 
Security Council which declare the city to have separate status and call on states not to 
establish their embassies in the city (Rane, 2009). It is important to note that the decision 
to relocate the U.S. embassy was not first initiated by the Trump administration. In fact, 
this position had been supported by Congress for more than two decades prior to the move. 
The Jerusalem Embassy Act of 1995, passed by both houses of Congress, mandated that 
“Jerusalem should be recognized as the capital of the State of Israel” and that “the United 
States Embassy in Israel should be established in Jerusalem no later than May 31, 1999” 
(114th Congress, 1995). Despite this Congressional commitment to relocate the American 
embassy to Jerusalem, the bill did include a provision for a Presidential Waiver, which 
could be invoked at six-month intervals in order to delay the move. Since the passing of 
the Bill in 1995, successive Presidents (from both the Democratic and Republican parties) 
invoked the waiver on the grounds of national security (Holpuch and Weaver, 2018).  

While the embassy move was strongly praised by the Israeli government, the actions 
of the Trump administration were widely condemned by international leaders from both 
Muslim-majority and Western nations (BBC News, 2017). The leader of the Palestinian 
Authority, Mahmoud Abbas, stated that the move indicated the United States was 
“abdicating its role as a peace mediator” in the Israel-Palestine conflict and that its actions 
                                                      
1 Peace to Prosperity: A Vision to Improve the Lives of the Palestinian and Israeli People 

<https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Peace-to-Prosperity-0120.pdf> 
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would “deliberately undermine all peace efforts” (BBC News, 2017). The move was also 
condemned by key regional allies of the administration, including King Salman of Saudi 
Arabia who reportedly told Trump that relocating the embassy “would constitute a flagrant 
provocation of Muslims, all over the world” (ibid). The United Nations Security Council 
voted 14-1 for a resolution denouncing the move by the Trump administration; however, 
the resolution was vetoed by the United States (Beaumont, 2017).  

Trump’s peace plan also attracted intense criticism in regard to Israeli settlements and 
Palestinian refugees. Israeli settlements in the West Bank have long posed a major 
impediment to efforts to negotiate a solution to the Israel-Palestine conflict and are 
considered a “flagrant violation” of international law and resolutions of the United Nations 
(Rane, 2009). Recognition of the settlements represents a “reversal of four decades of U.S. 
policy” (Caspani and Spetalnick, 2019), while signaling an increasing disregard for 
international law in the context of the Israel-Palestine conflict and an intensification of U.S. 
support for Israel at the expense of the Palestinians and their struggle for self-
determination. Trump’s plan also denies Palestinian refugees the right to return to their 
homes and land that under the plan are located within Israel’s borders, including the 
settlements constructed in the West Bank and Jerusalem, which are considered part of 
Israel under the plan. Overall, Trump’s plan gives official U.S. recognition to facts on the 
ground that successive Israeli governments have constructed through repressive violations 
of human rights and international law. 

The so-called “deal of the century” endorses a dangerous position of accepting the 
acquisition of territory by force. Having lost 78 percent of historic Palestine to Israeli 
military and paramilitary forces between 1947 and 1949, the struggle for a Palestinian state 
has focused on the remaining 22 percent, including East Jerusalem, West Bank and Gaza, 
which fell under Israeli control in 1967 (Rane, 2009). However, Trump’s plan denies 
Palestinians a just peace and self-determination, relegating them to about 12 percent of the 
territory, over which their freedom and authority will be circumscribed by Israeli control. 
The plan is not about Israel-Palestine peace per se but another example of how Trumpism 
seeks to appeal to political supporters, in this case pro-Israel lobbies, including the 
Evangelical Christian right (Caspani and Spetalnick, 2019).  

Most recently, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain have formally normalized 
relations with Israel, a move Trump hailed as changing the course of history and “the dawn 
of a new Middle East” (ABC News, 2020). However, Palestinians and their supports in the 
Arab world and beyond see the move as a betrayal of the Palestinian cause for an end to 
Israel’s occupation and a free and independent State of Palestine. For those who see the 
conflict as Arab/Muslim nations refusing to accept and get along with Israel, Trump will 
be applauded as a peacemaker for his role in UAE and Bahrain’s pact with Israel. However, 
for those who recognize that a just and enduring peace needs to respect principles of 
international law and human rights that have been reaffirmed in hundreds of United Nations 
resolutions on the Israel-Palestine conflict (Rane, 2009), the pact amounts to a couple of 
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Arab dictatorships confirming their indifference to Israel’s occupation of Palestine, 
disregard for human rights, and opposition to achieving a just peace. Given the extent to 
which the Palestine cause continues to resonate with Arabs and Muslims (Arab Opinion 
Index, 2018), Trump will not be remembered as a peacemaker but as another U.S. president 
who aided and abetted the occupation and conflict.  

 
 

Iran 
 
America’s conflict with Iran goes back to the 1950s when the democratically-elected 

prime minister Mohammad Mosaddegh nationalized the Iranian oil industry so profits 
would go to the Iranian people instead of U.S. and British oil companies. He was 
overthrown in a coup orchestrated by the US in 1953 and replaced with the Pahlavi 
monarchy. The U.S.-installed Shah of Iran was overthrown by the Iranian people and 
replaced with the Islamic Republic in 1979. Since then Iran-US relations have been hostile 
(Saikal, 2003). In recent decades, Iran’s burgeoning nuclear program has presented a major 
and growing concern for the United States and its regional allies, particularly Israel and 
Saudi Arabia. During the second term of his presidency, Obama sought to address the issue 
through a negotiated settlement, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) signed 
by the U.S., Iran, members of the United Nations Security Council and the European Union 
(Kerr, 2018). Under the terms of the Agreement, Iran would limit its nuclear program and 
submit to regular inspections in exchange for the lifting of crippling economic sanctions 
against the Islamic Republic (Fitzpatrick, 2017). While the JCPOA represented a 
significant achievement in limiting Iran’s nuclear capabilities (while hinting at possible 
Iranian rapprochement with the United States), the Agreement came under heavy criticism 
from members of the Republican Party and from a number of key U.S. allies, most vocally 
Israel (Beaumont, 2015).  

Despite assessments that Iran continued to meet the conditions set under the JCPOA, 
the agreement remained the focus of intense criticism from Trump, who labelled it “a 
horrible one-sided deal that should never, ever have been made” (Borger, Dehghan and 
Holmes, 2018). During the election campaign, Trump repeatedly vowed to take the United 
States out of the JCPOA (Associated Press, 2015a) and in May 2018, the Trump 
administration announced that it had withdrawn from the Agreement, despite the warnings 
and concerns of numerous international leaders (Fitzpatrick, 2017; Emmott, 2018). The 
announcement was followed by an executive order which reinstated economic sanctions 
that had been lifted under the Agreement. One may speculate as to Trump’s motive for 
withdrawing from the Iran nuclear deal, but it is difficult to identify any tangible benefit. 
Aside from external encouragement from Israel and, to a lesser extent, Saudi Arabia, and 
domestic influence from policy advisers such as John Bolton, Trump’s main motivation 
could well be little more than to dismantle Obama’s legacy (Zurcher, 2018). Irrespective 



Halim Rane and Paul Mitchell 14 

of Trump’s motivations, a resumption of its nuclear program potentially leaves Iran 
vulnerable as it creates a pretense for military intervention under the guise of preserving 
regional security.  

A number of other developments also have contributed to tensions between Iran and 
the United States during this period. Following the Iranian downing of an unmanned U.S. 
drone over the Strait of Hormuz, President Trump ordered a series of military strikes 
against Iranian targets. The strikes were called off by Trump, who had reportedly “changed 
his mind” ten minutes before they were scheduled to begin (Baker, Schmitt and Crowley, 
2019). Further fueling tensions between the two states, Trump authorized the assassination 
of Iranian General Qassem Soleimani in early January 2020. General Soleimani, 
commander of Iran’s Quds Force, was killed in an American airstrike on the Baghdad 
Airport in neighboring Iraq. In the aftermath of the assassination, Iran launched missile 
strikes on two military bases in Iraq which were hosting U.S. soldiers (Borger and Wintour, 
2020). While there were no fatalities, it was later reported that more than 100 U.S. soldiers 
had suffered traumatic brain injuries as a result of the attack (The Guardian, 2020). Despite 
Trump’s earlier warning that any Iranian retaliation would be met with a “disproportionate 
response”, and in which he threatened to target Iranian cultural heritage sites (Romero and 
Talmazan, 2020), no such attacks eventuated.  

Soleimani’s assassination, and the ensuing Iranian retaliation, have exacerbated the 
already volatile relationship between Tehran and Washington, with assertions that “any 
chances for American diplomacy with Iran are dead for the duration of the Trump 
presidency — if not longer” (Slavin, 2020). Prominent Democrats in the United States 
publicly condemned the “reckless” assassination, which they asserted could lead to war 
between Iran and the U.S. (Papenfuss, 2020). This development may also have significant 
repercussions regarding relations between Iraq and the United States. Following the 
airstrike that occurred on Iraqi soil (and was conducted without the approval of the Iraqi 
government), the Iraqi parliament voted to expel American troops from the country (Coles, 
2020). While Trump’s motivation for escalating tensions with Iran is subject to speculation, 
encouragement from Iran’s two main regional adversaries, Israel and Saudi Arabia, may 
well be a significant factor.  

 
 

Saudi Arabia 
 
Although support for authoritarian regimes in the Middle East has been a consistent 

feature of U.S. foreign policy for decades, Trump has exhibited a willingness to overlook 
(and even facilitate) horrendous violations of human rights in order to extract economic 
and political benefit from such regimes. One of the most notable cases in this regard is the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. The Trump administration has demonstrated a desire to 
maintain and strengthen U.S.-Saudi ties and has consistently overlooked human rights 
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violations perpetrated by the Kingdom. When Jamal Khashoggi, a Saudi national and 
Washington Post journalist was murdered and dismembered in the Saudi Arabian embassy 
in Istanbul, the Trump administration declined to acknowledge the likely role of the Saudi 
regime. Following an investigation into the matter, the CIA concluded that Khashoggi’s 
death was probably ordered by Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. Despite the 
findings of the U.S. intelligence agency, Trump was evasive when questioned by members 
of the American press, suggesting that despite the CIA’s conclusions, we “may never 
know” the truth of what happened (Orr, 2018). The President also pointed to the economic 
benefits of the continuing U.S.-Saudi relationship, stating that “we…have a great ally in 
Saudi Arabia. They give us a lot of jobs and a lot of business and economic development” 
(The Guardian, 2018). Trump’s response to the murder of Khashoggi indicates a tendency 
within his administration to prioritize political and economic benefits from relations with 
authoritarian regimes over the most basic standards of human rights.  

American support for the Saudi-led war in Yemen represents another example of this 
tendency on a much larger scale, whereby war crimes and crimes against humanity are 
ignored in support of oil- and weapons-industry profiteering. Since the beginning of the 
conflict in 2015, external powers have played a significant role in the continuation and 
exacerbation of the civil war between the Yemeni government and Houthi rebels. The 
conflict has been described as a proxy war between Saudi Arabia and Iran, with a Saudi-
led coalition of Gulf states supporting the Yemeni government and Iran reportedly 
providing support to the Houthis (BBC News, 2019). 

Amnesty International (2019) has deemed the conflict a “man-made humanitarian 
crisis”, which has had a major impact on Yemen’s civilian population. Since the conflict 
began, thousands of civilians have been killed, over 3 million have been internally 
displaced, “with approximately 14 million people in the country suffering from food 
insecurity”. Amnesty International (2019) asserts that the “gross human rights violations” 
could amount to “war crimes”. Throughout the conflict, the Saudi-led coalition has been 
responsible for “scores of indiscriminate and disproportionate airstrikes killing thousands 
of civilians and hitting civilian objects in violation of the laws of war” (Human Rights 
Watch, 2019). It has also been reported that the coalition has used banned weapons such 
as cluster munitions (ibid). With the conflict currently in its sixth year, Yemen’s death toll 
has reached approximately 112,000, including more than 12,000 civilians (Human Rights 
Council, 2020). An estimated 12,416 Yemeni civilians have also been injured as of June 
2020 (ibid), with many of these deaths and injuries being the result of “Saudi Arabia-led 
coalition airstrikes” (Human Rights Watch, 2019). As noted by the Human Rights Council 
(2020), the aforementioned figures “do not include the many thousands of people who have 
died as a result of the worsening socioeconomic, health and humanitarian conditions”, 
which have been worsened through Saudi actions such as restrictions on imports coming 
into Yemen, including aid and essential goods such as food (Human Rights Watch, 2019). 
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Despite the clear humanitarian crisis occurring in Yemen, a number of Western 
nations, including the United States, refused to end the sale of weapons to Saudi Arabia 
and members of the coalition. Since the conflict began, the United States provided “billions 
of dollars of weapons and intelligence to the coalition” (BBC News, 2019). The Center for 
International Policy reported that in 2018 alone, U.S. weapons sales to Saudi Arabia 
accounted for approximately $4.5 billion (Hartung and Arabia, 2019). In March and April 
2019, the Democratic-majority House of Representatives and the Republican-majority 
Senate passed a resolution to “end American military assistance for Saudi Arabia’s war in 
Yemen” and to “to curb the executive’s power to take the country into a conflict without 
congressional approval” (Gambino and Borger, 2019). The bill was quickly vetoed by 
President Trump (BBC News 2019). Other resolutions passed by Congress to end or limit 
weapons sales to Saudi Arabia and members of their coalition (some of which have been 
supported by both Democrats and Republicans) have also been vetoed by the President 
(Roberts, 2019; Pilkington, 2019).  

 
 

DISCUSSION 
 
Within the United States, Trump’s anti-Islam and anti-Muslim views have contributed 

to the exacerbation of existing societal tensions and inflamed fears that Muslims pose a 
major threat to national security. His rhetoric and actions have served to alienate Muslim 
Americans, while emboldening far-right views that Islam and Muslims do not belong and 
should be excluded from public life and even entering the country. Trump has signaled this 
to his base in no uncertain terms by such actions as imposing a Muslim travel ban, 
discontinuing the annual White House iftar dinner tradition and his public attacks on 
Muslim Congresswomen in addition to his consistent conflating of Islam and terrorism via 
Twitter and in other media. While policies such as the ban on Muslims from entering the 
U.S. are reversible, the public legitimization of anti-Muslim sentiment and the government-
affirmed notion that Muslims represent a major national security threat, may have long-
lasting impacts for American society. Although in theory a future U.S. president may be 
able to reverse such policies, mustering the political will to do so may be very difficult 
given the levels of fear and misinformation about Islam and Muslims that have now seeped 
into the American consciousness. Many on the far-right, white supremacists and 
Evangelical Christians may be quite unwilling to give up their newfound influence on how 
the U.S. deals with Islam and Muslims at home and abroad.  

The global implications of the Trump presidency are difficult to predict, particularly 
in the long term. It is clear, however, that the foreign policy initiatives of the administration, 
although in some ways not marking a major break in continuity from previous 
administrations, may have long-lasting impacts on conflicts in the Middle East region. One 
of the most significant developments has been the intensification of U.S. support for Israel 
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and its continued occupation of Palestine. Key aspects of Trump’s Israel-Palestine peace 
plan, namely recognition of Jerusalem as the undivided capital of Israel and the annexation 
of the settlements on Palestinian land to Israel, are likely to be enduring and perhaps 
irreversible. As the Democratic Party’s 2020 presidential nominee, Joe Biden indicated 
that he would not consider reversing the embassy move (Al Jazeera, 2020), and despite 
publicly opposing Israel’s annexation plans, has declared that he would not support steps 
such as “putting conditions on U.S. military assistance to Israel to exercise leverage against 
moves towards annexation” (Kelly, 2019). Trump’s so-called “deal of the century” is not 
designed to support a just and lasting peace but to appease certain segments of his political 
base. Its effect will be to provide Israel with a license to further entrench the status quo, 
legitimizing the occupation and precluding any U.S. policy shift towards a just and lasting 
peace. It is difficult to imagine a future U.S. president, Democrat or Republican, being 
willing or able to reverse such positions without a major disruption of U.S.-Israel relations 
and a massive backlash from pro-Israel lobbies, including Evangelical Christians. As such, 
the Israel-Palestine conflict will enter a new phase in which Israel’s dominance over the 
Palestinians will be more comprehensive than ever, while prospects for genuine Palestinian 
self-determination, free of Israeli control, will be bleaker than at any point in the history of 
the century-old conflict. 

Regarding Iran, the actions of the Trump administration have severely damaged any 
progress made under the previous Obama administration, specifically concerning the 
potential for political rapprochement between the two nations, as well as in terms of the 
future of Iran’s nuclear program. Trump’s actions may mean that Iran is now more likely 
to aggressively pursue the development of its nuclear program, which may well contribute 
to regional instability and an arms race in the region. Iranian influence in Iraq may also 
increase, which was indicated in the aftermath of the US’ assassination of Iranian General 
Qassem Soleimani by a vote in the Iraqi parliament for all foreign, including U.S., troops 
to leave the country. In response to the assassination of Soleimani, Iran has signaled that 
its ultimate revenge for his killing would be to bring U.S. military presence in the region 
to an end.  

Finally, Trump’s continued support for the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia has clearly 
demonstrated his willingness to support authoritarian regimes, in complete disregard of 
human rights, international law, and even Congressional opposition in order to satisfy the 
financial and political interests of his supporters. Moreover, Trump has aligned his 
presidency with a regime whose standing among Muslim globally has been critically 
damaged by such actions as its war in Yemen, killing of Jamal Khashoggi, and extensive 
violations of human rights, as well as its spread of Wahhabism, associated with groups 
such as Al Qaeda and ISIS. As Muslims seek to distance themselves from terrorism, 
Wahhabism and authoritarianism, Trump’s support for Saudi Arabia reinforces negative 
Muslim sentiments towards both the Saudis and U.S. involvement in conflicts that are 
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devastating the Middle East region and are the cause of immense suffering among its 
people.  

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Both domestically and internationally, a key characteristic of Trumpism is Trump’s 

strategy of engaging in rhetoric and pursuing policies that appeal to the views and interests 
of his electoral base in disregard of broader considerations for social cohesion, inclusivity, 
human rights and international law. While it remains difficult to predict the long-term 
implications of Trumpism for Islam-West relations, it is clear that the political actions of 
President Trump have had a damaging impact on relations between Muslims and segments 
of wider society in the United States and have served to further complicate and exacerbate 
existing conflicts in the Muslim world. Although Muslim Americans are becoming 
increasingly engaged in U.S. public life, Trumpism seemingly attempts to obstruct this 
process and reinforce a view among Trump supporters that Islam and Muslims are the 
antithesis of what it means to be American. In the wider world, Muslims are actively 
rejecting authoritarianism and Islamism in preference for freedom and democracy. To the 
extent that Trumpism has an enduring influence on U.S. foreign policy in the Middle East, 
including Israel’s occupation of Palestine, continued conflict with Iran, and support for the 
Saudi monarchy, the credibility of the U.S. among Muslims globally may further decline 
as a new generation of Muslims aspires for a more peaceful and prosperous future.  
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