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ABSTRACT

Since President Donald Trump assumed his constitutional duties in January 2017 and end-
ed his term in January 2021, he adopted strategic goals that were generally characterized by 
hardening towards Iran, which did not differ from the majority of previous administrations, 
even the administration of president Barack Obama, who agreed with his predecessors on the 
goals, but differed in his ways to reach them.

In the same context, the national security document, which was approved by the us ad-
ministration, in December 2017, did not depart from the previous framework. Iran was pre-
sent within its content, which reflected a hard-line image of Iran by focusing on what the lat-
ter poses as an increasing threat to American interests, as well as to its allies and the security 
and stability of the Middle East region in general. The document outlined the Iranian dan-
ger, describing it as “a dictatorial regime that seeks to undermine the region and destabilize 
its security, threaten the allies of the united states, and commit brutal acts against its people.”

This strategy was, in terms of form, closer in many of its elements to what is generally 
accepted than the outcomes of successive administrations towards Iran. These were the same 
goals that the majority of US administrations had long been striving for, especially since the 
beginning of the new millennium and the exposure of the Iranian nuclear program, but the 
difference, as well as in the details and implementation mechanisms, are the paths and steps 
taken to achieve the goals.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The American-Iranian relations were affected after the Islamists took over the reins of power 
after the overthrow of the Shah’s rule, the detention of the American embassy employees in 
Tehran in 1981, the Iranian regime’s outspoken hostility to the United States, and Washing-
ton’s adoption of a hard-line policy towards Tehran which reached the actual use of military 
force against it in the failed hostage rescue operation, the ban on arms exports to it, the policy 
of “dual containment” adopted by President Bill Clinton against Iran and Iraq, and then the 
policy of George Bush Jr. In it, he relied on classifying Iran among the rogue countries, under 
the pretext of Iran’s support for terrorist groups and its suppression of its people, leading to 
President Barack Obama’s policy based on the “outstretched hand,” and the start of negotia-
tions between the five major countries, as well as Germany and Iran, which have continued 
since 2006 until the conclusion of the nuclear agreement called the “Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action Agreement,” and the subsequent lifting of US and European sanctions im-
posed on Iran in December 2016.

Finally, with President Donald Trump assuming the presidency in the United States, 
a new era of relations with Iran began, after the unilateral American withdrawal from the 
“Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action Agreement” on May 8, 2019, which was signed in 
2015 between Iran and a group of countries (5 + 1).

1.1. THE IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDY

The importance of studying the topic (The Policy of Containing Iran by the Administration 
of Donald Trump 2017–2021) lies in the fact that it deals with an important issue related to 
international relations, which is to research the nature of US-Iranian relations and their re-
percussions on the regional system in the Middle East, and its importance is due to the im-
portance of the Middle East region, in particular related to oil and location. Therefore, we 
find the West’s acceleration towards containing it, which made it one of the most sensitive 
spots in the world, and what increased its sensitivity is the issue of the Iranian nuclear file and 
Iran’s dominant ambitions towards regionalism.

1.2. THE HYPOTHESIS OF STUDY

The study of the issue of the policy of containing Iran by the administration of Donald 
Trump (2017–2021) is based on the premise that: “The relationship between the United 
States and Iran changes directions according to what the American president and his admin-
istration believe in, and thus their view of the concept of “American national interest,” which 
conflicts with “Iran’s national interest,” which reflects, positively or negatively, on the Mid-
dle East region.
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2. THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION AND IRAN:  
FROM NEGOTIATIONS TO ECONOMIC BLOCKADES

Since 1980, the United States has imposed sanctions on Iran against the backdrop of the 
“American hostage-taking crisis in the American embassy in Iran,” and cut diplomatic rela-
tions with it, accusing Iran of supporting and practicing international terrorism (Ganji, 2006). 

The first American embargo on Iran covered many sectors, including oil exports, trade 
exchanges, asset freezes, travel bans, and preventing Iranian exports from entering the United 
States. US sanctions on Iran were strengthened during the era of President Bill Clinton, who 
accused Iran of obstructing peace efforts in the Middle East and supporting movements op-
posed to the peace process between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization spon-
sored by the United States during the Clinton era and the pursuit of weapons of mass de-
struction. Successive American administrations continued to pursue the “ban policy against 
Iran,” and these sanctions reached their climax during the era of President Barack Obama, 
who passed a comprehensive law on sanctions against Iran in 2010. These sanctions remained 
in place until the signing of the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action Agreement” between 
Iran and the major countries, and this embargo might have played a role in carrying Iran ne-
gotiations on its nuclear program and then signing the agreement under the weight of sanc-
tions (Al-Moussawi, 2018).

After President Donald Trump announced the withdrawal of the United States from the 
“Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action Agreement,” and as we will see later, the sanctions that 
had existed before the signing of the agreement returned, and this time the stated goal of the 
sanctions was not related to the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action Agreement” as it was 
the usual practice of previous sanctions, but the goal, according to President Donald Trump, 
is to push Iran to change its political behavior in the region, which he described as malign, 
as well as to put an end to its ballistic missile programs. President Donald Trump’s talk was 
not limited to restoring previous sanctions, Rather, it went beyond it to threatening “Shalla” 
penalties, which were to be applied in two phases. The first started on August 6, 2018, and 
included the following:
	 a.	 Prohibiting the exchange of dollars with the Iranian government, as well as prohibit-

ing commercial transactions related to precious metals, especially gold, and imposing 
sanctions on institutions and governments that deal in Iranian riyals or Iranian gov-
ernment bonds.

	 b.	 Banning the import or purchase of a list of metals, most notably (aluminum, iron and 
steel), and imposing restrictions on the automotive sector and carpets in Iran.

	 c.	 Prohibiting the import or export of technology associated with dual-use industrial 
technology programs (civilian and military).

As for the second stage of sanctions, it included:
	 a.	 Imposing sanctions against companies operating Iranian ports, as well as companies 

involved in shipping and shipbuilding.
	 b.	 Imposing comprehensive sanctions on the Iranian energy sector, especially the oil 

sector.
	 c.	 Imposing sanctions on the Central Bank of Iran and its financial dealings (The White 

House, 2018). 
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By reviewing the US sanctions policy on Iran, we find that the goals put forward by suc-
cessive US administrations centered on “getting Iran to stop its nuclear program,” but the 
goal of the recent sanctions is: changing Iran’s behavior in the Middle East; restricting its bal-
listic missile program; and forcing it to renegotiate again.

Thus, we find that the administration of President Donald Trump adopted a severe policy 
towards Iran, withdrew from the nuclear agreement on (May 8, 2018), followed the policy 
of “maximum pressure,” and re-imposed the old sanctions, in addition to imposing unprec-
edented new sanctions on Iran. 

Trump considered that his policy would force Iran to renegotiate a new nuclear agree-
ment, in addition to depriving Iran of revenue to continue developing its missile capabilities 
or interfering in the countries of the region. For its part, Iran has doubled its uranium enrich-
ment, exceeding the levels established under the nuclear agreement.

With the increase in tension between the two countries in the Gulf waters since mid-
2019, the United States claimed that the military build-up of its forces in the Gulf aims to 
deter Iranian provocative actions.

With the withdrawal of the United States from the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
Agreement” and the start of the implementation of sanctions against Iran in its two phases 
(the first and the second), Iran faces a number of pressing and critical challenges, including:
	 a.	 The already deteriorating economic conditions before the start of the sanctions, and 

what will happen to them as a result of the entry into force of these sanctions. It seems 
that the problems of the Iranian economy are not caused by the American sanctions 
only, but that there is an imbalance in the management of the Iranian economy, as 
some official reports indicated that two thirds of the problems that the Iranian econ-
omy faces were due to poor management of the economic files, and that only one 
third of the economic problems resulted from the application of previous sanctions, 
and the “nominal GDP” amounted to about 430 billion dollars in 2017, the “unem-
ployment rate” reached about 12.5%, the “inflation rate” reached about 10.5%, the 
“poverty rate” reached about 18.7%, and the “volume of foreign trade” amounted to 
about 162 billion dollars, of which about 92 billion dollars of exports, and the “value 
of the local currency” decreased by 28.5% during the period 2013–2020.

	 b.	 Israel and other regional parties seek to provoke feelings of hostility against Iran 
among the countries and peoples of the region and the world public opinion, incite 
the Iranian interior, and use the difficult economic conditions to mobilize the Iranian 
street from time to time.

	 c.	 The increasing American pressure through tightening the economic blockade, which 
is not limited to Iran, but affects many countries, companies and bodies that are not 
committed to implementing the embargo and its requirements. Creating a state of in-
ternal turmoil that destabilizes the political system, and ultimately leads to its over-
throw, or at least to confuse and weaken it, hence focusing its attention on the internal 
situation, and limiting its regional role.

	 d.	 The popular protests that the country is witnessing from time to time, even during 
the lifting of the siege. Usually these protests adopt demands of a subsistence and eco-
nomic nature, but these protests sometimes demand to stop the regime’s interference 
in regional affairs, and to invest money in improving the living conditions of citizens 
(Al-Smadi, 2018).
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However, the efficacy of the sanctions and the economic blockade is related to the 
“amount of international support” for them, and in the Iranian case, we find that impos-
ing the latest sanctions does not enjoy the support of the active forces in the international 
community, especially since reports and indicators point to Iran’s commitment to the “Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action Agreement” with the major countries, and this means that the 
United States is isolated from the embargo on Iran. The European Union announced its ad-
herence to the agreement with Iran and adopted providing support to European companies 
that may be subject to US sanctions if they refuse to abide by the embargo. The European 
Investment Bank has authorized the financing of trade exchanges between Europe and Iran. 
Also, China announced a non-commitment to reducing the quantities of oil imported from 
Iran, as well as India, which announced that it did not abide by the embargo unless approved 
by the United Nations, and Turkey rejected the American sanctions announcing its non-
compliance with them, but rather condemned them, and these international positions weak-
en the impact of sanctions on the Iranian economy, and hence on Iranian political positions.

One of the factors affecting the success of the blockade is the “volume of trade exchange” 
between the country that is subject to the sanctions and the country that imposes them. The 
turbulence of political relations between the two sides over the past decades has been men-
tioned in relation to Iran. Additionally, Iran has strengthened its economic relationships with 
countries that reject sanctions. Furthermore, Iran’s presence as an observer in some economic 
blocs weakens the impact of sanctions. However, the sanctions still have a significant impact 
on Iranian society, leading to a decline in the standard of living, a low level of services pro-
vided to citizens, and a decrease in purchasing power (Al-Smadi, 2018).

3. THE STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES  
OF THE TRUMP ADMINISTRATION TOWARDS IRAN

US President Donald Trump’s policies toward Iran have sparked controversy, especially with 
regard to the nuclear agreement with Iran, which the United States signed under President 
Barack Obama in 2015.

In November 2018, new US sanctions came into effect, targeting various economic sec-
tors of one of the world’s largest oil exporters. Those sanctions, which the US administration 
considered the most severe of their kind, until that time were mainly designed to prevent Iran 
from exporting oil, depriving it of the most important source of hard currency and one of its 
most prominent economic returns. Iran’s crude oil exports decreased to below half a million 
barrels in the middle of 2019. According to Iranian official statements in September 2020, 
these exports did not exceed 700 thousand barrels per day. Prior to that, Iran had been ex-
porting more than 2.5 million barrels per day in 2018, before the US President withdrew 
from the nuclear agreement in May of the same year (Taqieh, 2010).

The major buyers of Iranian oil were forced to find alternative energy sources due to the 
sanctions. Six months after the sanctions were implemented in November 2019, Iranian oil 
exports reached their lowest levels in years. This decline occurred at a time when the official 
budget projected the export of one million barrels of oil per day, resulting in a deficit. The 
budgetary impact significantly affected the economic capabilities of the Iranian state (al-Din 
Laila, 2020).
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Then, the turmoil in the oil markets during the spring of 2020 had a very negative im-
pact on Iran’s ability to export its oil to buyers who desired cheap prices despite the danger of 
sanctions, as the collapse in global oil markets led, as a result of the filling of American stocks 
of oil in April 2020, to a decline in the global oil market and with it any real opportunity for 
Iran to bypass the strict US sanctions on it at that time (Abu Al-Qasim, 2017). 

After the significant decline in the numbers of Iran’s oil exports, the United States focused 
during the year 2020 on the financial and banking sectors, which were among the first sanc-
tions packages. This led to a collapse in the Iranian currency exchange rates to levels consid-
ered the worst in its history (Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2020).

In sum, the severe US sanctions led to a significant decline in the indicators of the Irani-
an economy to extremely difficult levels, as the inflation rate in the country rose in the fiscal 
years 2018–2019 and 2019–2020 to 26.9% and 34.8%, respectively (Central Bank of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, 2019), after the rate was 9.6% in the fiscal year 2017–2018, while 
a decline by 7.6% in Iranian GDP was recorded during the first nine months of the fiscal year 
2019–2020 (Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2020).

The Iranian response to these measures was to unleash dangerous military and security 
harassment in the Arab Gulf region, targeting ships and oil tankers through sabotage and 
bombing operations, which led to the tension of the atmosphere to dangerous levels. Then, 
strikes by Iranian drones caused great damage to Saudi oil facilities, and this harassment con-
tinued until the attempt to storm the American embassy in Baghdad by those affiliated with 
Iran, which was followed by Washington’s famous response to the assassination of Qassem 
Soleimani, which put the region on the brink of a military confrontation (Jervis, 2018).

The war did not break out in the Gulf, but Iran also did not get what it wanted, as Presi-
dent Trump did not return to the negotiating table, and the Gulf states did not help it with 
the sanctions file as it had hoped.

In terms of its regional influence, it became evident that the pressures exerted by Ameri-
can sanctions compelled Iran to make compromises that were previously inconceivable. One 
such compromise was the appointment of Mustafa Al-Kazemi, who does not belong to the 
pro-Iranian political frameworks, as the Iraqi Prime Minister. However, it is important to 
note that these compromises were not solely a result of the sanctions but were influenced by 
other factors as well. In conjunction with a popular atmosphere against it, especially in Iraq, 
and with regard to Syria, it was clear how Iran began to leave the political file of Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin, which was represented by bilateral agreements between Russia and Tur-
key, the latest of which was the Russian agreement in March 2020, which stopped the fight-
ing in the Syrian city of Idlib (Strategic Fiker Center for Studies, 2017). 

In 2021, Iran started to take a step back from the forefront of regional issues it had been 
leading. However, this does not necessarily indicate a significant decline in Iranian influence 
in the region. Militias and armed groups affiliated with Iran continue to maintain substan-
tial influence in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen. And if its ability to move large forces and 
engage in large-scale battles declines, the response represented by political retreat gives an in-
dication of what severe US sanctions can lead to, on a regime that previously refused to back 
down in many political files, especially the Iraqi file, despite all the hardships and political 
pressures it faced (Deutsche Welle, 2020).

As a result, the severe sanctions on Iran have led to a “significant decline in its econom-
ic capabilities, a noticeable decline in its military effectiveness, and political influence in the 
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region.” Politically, Iran experienced a notable shift or reversal, similar to what occurred in 
2015 after the nuclear agreement. This agreement presented Iran with a significant opportu-
nity to expand its influence in the region during that period.

4. SANCTIONS WERE A STEP TO CONTAIN IRAN’S INFLUENCE  
AND HEGEMONY AT THE REGIONAL LEVEL

In October 2017, President Trump initiated his strategy towards Iran, which, according to 
its provisions, reaffirmed a return to a state of conflict between the two parties. This state 
of conflict had somewhat subsided during the Obama administration, but was now charac-
terized by the adoption of policies centered around conflict and confrontation. The strategy 
aimed to achieve several goals: preventing the Iranian regime from obtaining nuclear weap-
ons through all possible means, countering the Iranian government’s influence in the region, 
curtailing its destabilizing aggression, cutting off sources of funding for the Iranian Revolu-
tionary Guard, rallying the international community to condemn Iran for human rights vio-
lations against both its citizens and foreigners, restraining Iran’s support for terrorism through 
the imposition of additional economic sanctions, reconfiguring traditional alliances and re-
gional partnerships to counter Iranian subversion, and addressing the threats posed by Iran’s 
ballistic missile system and other weapons (Bakeer, 2018).

The topic of President Donald Trump’s administration’s policy toward Iran will be divid-
ed into three topics that will include President Trump, the containment of Iran, the realistic 
theory, President Donald Trump’s withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action 
agreement, and the results of President Donald Trump’s policy toward Iran, as follows:
	 a.	 The field of international relations is full of intellectual theorizing and the scramble 

of opinions among the various and different schools of thought in their interpretation 
of the behavior of international actors. “Political realism” with philosophical roots and 
historical extension in its various branches and currents, which for decades dominated 
the international arena in terms of theorizing and impact, through its pioneers’ con-
tribution to enriching the field of international relations with inspiring and explana-
tory ideas of international politics.

	 b.	 With Trump’s election as President of the United States of America, the neo-realists 
were optimistic about his electoral promises in which he pledged to develop Ameri-
can foreign policy. We find that John Mearsheimer agrees with Trump in critcizing 
the foreign policy of former American presidents and then he confronts his elector-
al promises with the proposals of political realism. He wonders whether Trump will 
abandon the policy of his predecessors and adopt a realistic foreign policy, or wheth-
er he will remain confined to the political orientation of his predecessors, which was 
characterized by liberalism (Mearsheimer, 2016). 

	 c.	 Mearsheimer offers him a scathing critique of previous presidents whose policies were 
dominated by liberal hegemony that does not set clear priorities. One of its features 
is to intervene by force to change regimes under the pretext of spreading democracy, 
which led to the presence of the US military in all parts of the world, but this hegem-
ony, from Mearsheimer’s point of view “it has proven its abject failure,” so he calls 
it the bankrupt strategy because it has plunged the United States of America into an 
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open war since the Cold War, from one state of war to two every three years. This is 
why he insists on the need to abandon this strategy and adopt a realistic foreign policy, 
the basis of which is to focus on containing the rise of China and preventing it from 
becoming a dominant regional power in Asia and the Pacific, because China is more 
likely to try to dominate the Asia-Pacific region than the United States of America 
dominated the Western sphere of the globe (Khasheeb, 2019). 

	 d.	 This approach requires, from Mearsheimer’s point of view, a reconsideration of US 
foreign policy in relation to many international issues, the first of which is respect for 
the sovereignty of countries even for those whose domestic policy the United States of 
America does not agree with, and the withdrawal of its forces from many countries of 
the world or reducing its size while encouraging the Europeans to take responsibility 
for their security. Then Mearsheimer adds that the Trump administration should im-
prove relations with Russia because this does not pose a threat to the interests of the 
United States of America, but rather requires that they be allies to contain the rise of 
China, in addition to the necessity of their cooperation on many international issues 
such as the nuclear file, confronting terrorism and allowing Russia to end the Syrian 
conflict (Mearsheimer, 2016). 

Is Trump’s policy trending in the same way as the neo-realists? Or is his policy no different 
from liberal hegemony? In other words, where is Trump’s policy located? According to many 
experts interested in the “Trumpist phenomenon,” it is difficult to classify Trump’s policy in 
view of the volatility and instability of his decisions on a fixed position. Rather, it is a self-
contained political phenomenon that requires investigation of its hidden motives, theoretical 
backgrounds and prospects. Along the lines of international relations (Cherkaoui, n.d.), as 
for the manifestations of this, they are clearly evident in his volatile personality and his vacil-
lating foreign policy, which poses a challenge to the new realists (Walt, 2018). 

The pioneers of neo-realism criticize all the decisions taken by Trump during the peri-
od in which he took office in the administration of the White House, as they are inconsist-
ent with the perceptions of political realism in the field of international relations. President 
Barack Obama signed it or gave him freedom for Israeli expansion, including his abandon-
ment of the two-state solution rhetoric that was supported by Bill Clinton, George Bush Jr., 
and Barack Obama. This criticism anticipates the future of American foreign policy beyond 
Trump or after the “tragedy” of Trumpian politics, according to Stephen Walt, including the 
restoration of what his misaligned policy will destroy, which will require bearing the conse-
quences that may result from it (Walt, 2018).

Accordingly, Stephen Walt attacks President Trump’s foreign policy on more than one 
international issue (the Iranian nuclear file, the Palestinian-Israeli peace process, climate 
change, trade agreements). For example, in the Middle East, Trump’s policy was far from 
what “realism” might dictate; perhaps, one of its manifestations is the handing over of the 
Palestinian-Israeli peace process to his unqualified son-in-law, Jared Corey Kushner, accord-
ing to Stephen Walt (Walt, 2019). 

Since President Donald Trump assumed his constitutional duties in January 2017, he has 
been adopting strategic goals that have been generally hard-line towards Iran, which did not 
differ from most previous US administrations, even President Barack Obama, who agreed 
With his predecessors in the goals, but differed in the ways to reach them.
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In October 2017, President Trump introduced his strategy towards Iran, which, accord-
ing to its provisions, marked a return to a state of conflict between the two parties. This state 
of conflict had experienced a period of relative calm during the Obama administration. By 
adopting policies of conflict and confrontation, the strategy aimed to address the perceived 
threats posed by Iran to American interests, allies, and the overall security and stability of the 
Middle East region. In line with this, the National Security Document, approved by the US 
administration in December 2017, followed a similar framework and included references to 
Iran. It portrayed Iran as a dictatorial regime that aims to undermine regional stability, threat-
en American allies, and commit brutal acts against its own people, thus amplifying the per-
ceived danger Iran posed (Bakeer, 2018).

In terms of form, this document and that strategy were closer in many of its elements to 
what is known than the outcomes of successive US administrations towards Iran. They are 
the same goals that the majority of US administrations have always been striving for, espe-
cially since the beginning of the new millennium and the exposure of the Iranian nuclear pro-
gram, but the difference, which lies in the details and implementation mechanisms, is in the 
paths and steps taken to achieve the goals. Unlike President Obama, the Trump administra-
tion believed that adopting policies of confrontation, extremism, and imposing severe sanc-
tions without limits could compel Iran to engage in new negotiations and sign a new agree-
ment. However, this outcome did not materialize due to various factors. On one hand, the 
Western group’s commitment to the nuclear agreement prevented them from aligning entire-
ly with the United States in its approach towards Iran. On the other hand, Iran had gained 
certain advantages, albeit with limitations, as a result of the nuclear agreement. Iran pursued 
a strategy of resistance, which involved endurance and withstanding pressure, as demonstrat-
ed by its actions and policies.

The shift in US policy toward Iran, back to its pre-President Barack Obama era, was only 
the result of a number of factors that prompted a return to a state of conflict and an approach 
of hostile policies with Iran. Bearing on its importance, one of the keys to understanding the 
reasons behind following these policies can be stated as follows:
	 a.	 Factors related to the perceptions and personal traits of President Trump and his con-

victions and beliefs, as he was closer to the ideological orientation of the hard right, 
which adopted the unilateralist exclusionary tendency, which was reflected in his for-
eign policy in general and towards Iran in particular, which was more individualistic, 
strict and inclined to impose its paths without considerations of partners’ interests.

	 b.	 Factors related to Iran’s military development, especially its medium and long-range 
ballistic missile program, doubts about its ability to carry nuclear warheads, and con-
cerns about its regional proliferation. With a range of 700 km in its strikes in 2017 
and 2018 against the terrorist “ISIS” in Syria, and its testing in January 2017 of the 
“Khorramshahr” ballistic missile, which was announced for the first time in a military 
presentation in September 2017, it is believed that it is a missile with a range between 
average and above average, with a maximum range of 2,000 km (Jervis, 2018).

	 c.	 There is the “Qassem Soleimani” missile that Iran launched in August 2020, with 
a range of 1,400 km, in addition to the reports that indicated that Iran is seeking to 
develop a missile with a range of up to 5,000 km, as well as to develop “Cruise” mis-
siles, although the technology needed by these missiles may exceed Iran’s capabilities 
at the present time (Qader, 2016).
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	 d.	 Factors associated with groups opposing the nuclear agreement, including the Amer-
ican-Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC), played a significant role. According 
to publicly available records from the US Senate, AIPAC allocated approximately 
1.7 million dollars to directly advocate for the rejection of the nuclear agreement six 
months before it was passed by the US Congress (Ho, 2015).

	 e.	 Furthermore, President Trump included a group of hardline Republican personalities 
in his team at the beginning of his presidency, many of whom adopted tough stances 
towards Iran. For instance, Michael Flynn, who served as National Security Adviser, 
resigned shortly after facing accusations of improper contact with Russians. Senator 
Jeff Sessions, a strong supporter of President Trump during his presidential campaign, 
resigned from his position at Trump’s request due to his refusal to investigate allega-
tions of Russian interference in the elections. Another notable figure is Mike Pompeo, 
who initially served as Director of the Central Intelligence Agency and later became 
Secretary of State (April 2018).

	 f.	 Factors related to the growing Iranian influence in the region, which has become clear 
in areas such as Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, and Yemen and others, although the factor 
of the rise of Iranian influence in the region is almost continuous, or rather a perma-
nent issue. However, it may be more related to the administration of Trump in the 
contexts of justifying the policies of maximum pressure against Iran and mobilizing 
information and evidence against Iranian policy before the international community, 
and thus pushing international and regional parties, especially Arab ones, to line up 
behind the United States in the face of Iran (Strategic Fiker Center for Studies, 2017).

	 g.	 Various factors are linked to Iran’s regional opponents, including Saudi Arabia and 
its Gulf and Arab allies. They view Iran as an aggressive state that poses a threat to 
their interests in the region. Consequently, they supported the Trump administra-
tion’s policies towards Iran, aiming to curtail its role and restrict its missile program, 
along with its growing influence in the region. These countries were among the first 
to welcome the US withdrawal from the nuclear agreement and endorse the re-im-
position of sanctions on Iran (Saudi Press Agency, 2018), in addition to Israel, which 
unlike the rest of the region’s countries and its conflict premises with Iran, sees the 
Iranian regime as an existential threat to it. Thus, it categorically rejected the nuclear 
agreement and pushed to stop its passage in Congress, considering it a historical mis-
take that would enable Iran to possess the ability to produce nuclear weapons (Rafid, 
2015) and continued pressure to push the Trump administration to withdraw from it, 
including, as an example, the televised speech of the President. The Israeli Prime Min-
ister, Benjamin Netanyahu, accepted the US administration’s decision to withdraw, 
which at its time carried indications of coordination between the two administra-
tions, the American and the Israeli, in which Netanyahu presented what he described 
as evidence of Iran’s secret nuclear weapons program, it is worth noting the Israeli sup-
port for the withdrawal and considering it a courageous decision by the United States. 
Israel has approached its conflict with Iran from an existential standpoint, which has 
led to significant pressure exerted to impose international restrictions on Iran (Bou 
Chaaya, 2021).
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5. CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS

Through the foregoing, we reached a set of conclusions resulting from the study, as well as 
a set of proposals that would enrich future studies related to the topic, or complementing it, 
as follows:

5.1. CONCLUSIONS

The researcher reached a set of conclusions that discussed, through study and analysis, the 
position of US President Barack Obama and his administration toward Iran, compared to his 
successor, US President Donald Trump and his administration. The most important conclu-
sions reached can be summarized as follows:
	 a.	 US President Donald Trump believed that his policy will compel Iran to renegotiate 

a new nuclear agreement, in addition to depriving Iran of revenue to continue devel-
oping its missile capabilities, or interfering in the countries of the region.

	 b.	 Iran perceives that allowing it to partially continue uranium enrichment within its 
territory and facilities is a significant concession by the Western nations. Iran believes 
that engaging in direct negotiations with major countries strengthens its regional in-
fluence and grants it international recognition on the global stage. These negotiations 
have reinforced the belief among major countries in Iran’s adeptness at diplomatic ne-
gotiations, positioning Iran as an active participant in future discussions on signifi-
cant regional matters. On the Iranian side, there is a growing conviction that Western 
countries recognize the importance of Iran’s involvement in addressing common in-
terests, no longer categorizing Iran solely as a source of threat, particularly in light of 
the rising influence of armed extremist groups.

	 c.	 There is a set of objections to the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action Agreement,” 
which later gave US President Donald Trump a  set of justifications for withdraw-
ing from the agreement, the most important of which is that the agreement did not 
address Iranian behavior in the Middle East, nor did any conditions related to the 
policies it pursues in the regional environment. These aim to extend its influence in 
neighboring countries, and realize the idea of spreading the Iranian revolution and ex-
porting it abroad. Therefore, lifting economic sanctions against Iran could increase its 
ability to finance its activities in Yemen, Iraq and Syria, and support militias or armed 
groups linked to it, such as Hezbollah in Lebanon.

	 d.	 The concerns of the Gulf states and the region about the “Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action Agreement” with Iran and its growing regional ambitions can only be dis-
pelled by adopting strategies that lead to containing the repercussions of the agree-
ment, if it continues, or renewing it, or replacing with any other formula, and adopt-
ing solidarity policies to limit Iranian expansionist project in the region.

	 e.	 The decision of US President Donald Trump to withdraw from the “Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action Agreement” constituted a violent response to the “reformist 
current in the Iranian political system,” and strengthened the position of “conserva-
tives” who questioned the feasibility of signing the agreement from the beginning, 
and this decision constituted a  step towards the unknown, especially since the US 
administration, at the time, did not set a clear vision for what will follow from this 
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agreement, and that this decision is based mainly on the president’s assumptions that 
Iran will accept, under pressure and siege, to negotiate again to reach a new agreement 
that exceeds the reservations of President “Donald Trump. On the previous agree-
ment, however, Iran insisted not to negotiate a new agreement, especially with the 
European countries, Russia, and China, rejecting the president’s decision and these 
countries’ adherence to the existing agreement, and this reinforces the Iranian refusal 
to enter into new negotiations.

	 f.	 One of the primary justifications provided by US President Donald Trump for his de-
cision to withdraw from the “Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action Agreement” was 
the agreement’s failure, in its current form, to effectively prevent Iran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons. The agreement allowed Iran to continue its uranium enrichment 
activities, operating under the assumption that Iran’s nuclear program was solely for 
peaceful purposes. This assumption was deemed to be a significant misconception. 
Additionally, the agreement resulted in the lifting of severe economic sanctions im-
posed on Iran in exchange for limited restrictions on its nuclear activities. However, 
the lifting of economic sanctions did not lead to improved economic conditions with-
in Iran. Instead, the funds acquired from the sanctions relief were utilized to develop 
ballistic missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads, support terrorist activities, and 
sow instability in the Middle East region.

	 g.	 The administration of US President Donald Trump and its behavior towards the Ira-
nian file, although it recorded an extension of the policies of confrontation, conflict 
and imposition of sanctions pursued by previous US administrations since the out-
break of the Iranian Revolution in 1979, unlike the administration of President Ba-
rack Obama, which followed a path closer to diplomacy and dialogue, formed a pe-
culiarity and a different model in the history of the conflict situation between the 
United States and Iran.

	 h.	 The avoidance of the administration of US President Donald Trump from working 
in the contexts of international consensus and taking into account the interests of al-
lies and joint action, compared to previous administrations such as the administration 
of President George Bush Senior and the administration of President Barack Oba-
ma, which adopted international consensus and joint action as an effective means to 
achieve the goals to be achieved. The first succeeded in transferring the Iranian nu-
clear file to the Security Council and starting the imposition of UN sanctions, and 
the second succeeded in mobilizing the Security Council countries towards Iran by 
passing Resolution No. 1929, achieving what it was aiming at by settling the Iranian 
nuclear file.

	 i.	 The administration of US President Donald Trump has reached some areas where the 
previous US administrations have not set foot in, whether by imposing sanctions that 
affected many Iranian sectors, the most important of which are the oil and financial 
sector, or those that affected the Iranian head of state, Supreme Leader Grand Aya-
tollah Ali Khamenei, or by carrying out operations such as targeted assassinations of 
Iranian leaders or pro-Iranians of the highest ranks.

	 j.	 The severe sanctions on Iran have led to a significant decline in its economic capabili-
ties, a noticeable decline in its military effectiveness, and its political influence in the 
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region, and the strategy that the United States will adopt later will have a decisive and 
main role in continuing those pressures that may lead to political subjugation of Iran, 
or its reversal, as happened in 2015 after the nuclear agreement, which gave Iran at 
that time a great opportunity to significantly expand its influence in the region.

	 k.	 The administration of US President Donald Trump, due to its strategy of maximum 
pressure against Iran and its foreign policy in general, made it difficult for President 
Joe Biden, which can be described as a task of double difficulty, as much as the size of 
the sanctions imposed on one side, and the changes that occurred on the international 
and regional arena on the other hand.

5.2. SUGGESTIONS

Based on the researcher’s conclusions regarding the subject of the study, which entails an ana-
lytical comparison between the positions of former US President Barack Obama and his ad-
ministration towards Iran and the positions of current US President Donald Trump and his 
administration, the following proposals are put forth to enhance the study:
	 a.	 Increasing research on the issue of US foreign policy drivers, and how those direc-

tives push the ruling administration to take a decision based on the “political doc-
trine” of the US president and his administration in relation to the elements of “for-
eign policy.”

	 b.	 Expanding the conduct of specialized comparative political studies that would define 
the general frameworks of the “American foreign policy” according to the form of the 
ruling administration, whether Republican or Democratic, and clarify the elements 
of the impact of the difference in the partisan vision in building the “foreign policy.”

	 c.	 Deepening studies that would expand the identification of the elements of “foreign 
policy” and measure the size of those elements in influencing US decision-making, 
which is based on “the philosophies, political, economic, and military, adopted by the 
ruling US administration.”

	 d.	 Building a conceptual framework documenting the role of “foreign policy” in deter-
mining the strength, or decline, of American “dominance” over international deci-
sion-making, and thus determining its effectiveness in achieving the goals of the “na-
tional interest.”

	 e.	 Research treatment of the nature of US-Iranian relations, based on the political doc-
trines of both countries and on the potentials that both possess to influence the poli-
tics of the other country.

	 f.	 Researching the nature of US-Iranian relations and their repercussions on the regional 
system in the Middle East and the world, during nearly four decades after the “Islamic 
Revolution” in Iran.

	 g.	 Conducting forward-looking studies of the nature of the future relationship of the 
United States with Iran and measuring the extent of its impact on the Middle East, 
directly or indirectly, as well as its repercussions on the international community.



Amanj Ali Othman52

REFERENCES

Abu Al-Qasim, M. H. (2017, August 14). US policy towards Iran after Trump... Intense pres-
sure and confrontation not excluded. Rasanah. https://rasanah-iiis.org/?p=8756

Al Jazeera Center for Studies. (2019, April 7). Dr. Al-Sharqawi lectures on “Trumpism” and 
“measuring the rule of Islamists” in Moroccan universities and research centers. Al Jazeera Center 
for Studies. http://studies.aljazeera.net/ar/centernews/2019/04/190407114439398.html

al-Din Laila, A. (2020). The Iranian Revolution’s Economy: A Study of the Structural Causes of 
Failure. Rasanah. https://cutt.us/SQSDx

Al-Moussawi, O. S. S. (2018). The Nuclear Agreement Between Iran and the 5 + 1 Countries: 
An Analytical Study (1st ed.). Arab Democratic Center for Strategic, Political and Eco-
nomic Studies.

Al-Smadi, F. (2018). Do sanctions on Iran achieve what Trump wants? Al Jazeera Center for 
Studies. http://studies.aljazeera.net/ar/reports/2018/11/181107064614702.html

Bakeer, A. (2018). Reducing Tehran: How Can the United States Confront Iran’s Influence in the 
Middle East? Harmon Center for Contemporary Studies. https://harmoon.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2018/08/20180826_071348-1.pdf

Bou Chaaya, H. J. (2021, April 15). Will Cyber Attacks ignite a World War?! An-Nahar 
Newspaper. https://www.annahar.com/arabic/section/140-15042021084624034/يأر

Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran. (2020). Annual Statistical Report 2019. Central 
Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran. https://shorturl.at/flESX

Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran. (2021). Annual Statistical Report 2020. Central 
Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran. https://shorturl.at/sABN2

Cherkaoui, M. (n.d.). Trump politics and its impact on contemporary international relations 
[Lecture]. Lecture, Morocco.

Deutsche Welle. (2020, April 4). New Iranian steps towards its withdrawal from the nuclear 
agreement. Deutsche Welle. https://p.dw.com/p/3aMuE

Ganji, B. (2006). Politics of Confrontation: The Foreign Policy of the USA and Revolutionary 
Iran. I. B. Tauris & Co. Ltd.

Ho, C. (2015, July 20). AIPAC spent record $1.7 million as it lobbied Congress to review Iran 
deal. Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/wp/2015/07/20/
aipacs-lobbying-spending-spikes-as-group-pushes-hard-to-oppose-iran-deal/

Jervis, V. (2018). Iranian Missile Programs: Evolution of Strategic Objectives and Capabilities 
(p. 7). Emirates Diplomatic Academy. https://www.agda.ac.ae/docs/default-source/Pub-
lications/edainsight_iransmissileprogramme_ar.pdf?sfvrsn=4

Khasheeb, G. (2019). The Chinese Rise of the New Realists. Egyptian Institute for Studies.
Mearsheimer, J. J. (2016, November 27). Donald Trump Should Embrace a Realist Foreign Pol-

icy [Text]. The National Interest; The Center for the National Interest. https://nationalin-
terest.org/feature/donald-trump-should-embrace-realist-foreign-policy-18502

Qader, N. A. (2016). The Iranian Missile Program: Its Evolution and Impact on the Regional 
Balance of Power. National Defense Journal, 97. https://cutt.us/HqVW5

Rafid, B. (2015, July 14). Netanyahu: Israel is not committed to the deal reached. Haaretz. 
https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/politics/2015-07-14/ty-article/0000017f-e870-dc7e-adff-
f8fdfdb80000

https://rasanah-iiis.org/?p=8756
http://studies.aljazeera.net/ar/centernews/2019/04/190407114439398.html
https://cutt.us/SQSDx
http://studies.aljazeera.net/ar/reports/2018/11/181107064614702.html
https://harmoon.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/20180826_071348-1.pdf
https://harmoon.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/20180826_071348-1.pdf
https://www.annahar.com/arabic/section/140-??/15042021084624034
https://shorturl.at/flESX
https://shorturl.at/sABN2
https://p.dw.com/p/3aMuE
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/wp/2015/07/20/aipacs-lobbying-spending-spikes-as-group-pushes-hard-to-oppose-iran-deal/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/powerpost/wp/2015/07/20/aipacs-lobbying-spending-spikes-as-group-pushes-hard-to-oppose-iran-deal/
https://www.agda.ac.ae/docs/default-source/Publications/edainsight_iransmissileprogramme_ar.pdf?sfvrsn=4
https://www.agda.ac.ae/docs/default-source/Publications/edainsight_iransmissileprogramme_ar.pdf?sfvrsn=4
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/donald-trump-should-embrace-realist-foreign-policy-18502
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/donald-trump-should-embrace-realist-foreign-policy-18502
https://cutt.us/HqVW5
https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/politics/2015-07-14/ty-article/0000017f-e870-dc7e-adff-f8fdfdb80000
https://www.haaretz.co.il/news/politics/2015-07-14/ty-article/0000017f-e870-dc7e-adff-f8fdfdb80000


The Policy of Containing Iran by the Administration of Donald Trump… 53

Saudi Press Agency. (2018, May 8). The Kingdom supports and welcomes the steps announced by 
the US President regarding his country’s withdrawal from the nuclear agreement. Saudi Press 
Agency. https://sp.spa.gov.sa/viewfullstory.php?lang=ar&newsid=1761014

Strategic Fiker Center for Studies. (2017). Trump’s strategy toward Iran: Motives and trends. 
Strategic Fiker Center for Studies. https://shorturl.at/dfmt2

Taqieh, R. (2010). Hidden Iran (1st ed.). Al-Obaikan Publishing and Distribution House.
Walt, S. M. (2018a, May 30). The World Wants You to Think Like a Realist. Foreign Policy. 

https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/05/30/the-world-wants-you-to-think-like-a-realist/
Walt, S. M. (2018b, August 30). Planning for the Post-Trump Wreckage. Foreign Policy.  

https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/30/planning-for-the-post-trump-wreckage/
Walt, S. M. (2019, March 5). The Tragedy of Trump’s Foreign Policy. Foreign Policy. https://

foreignpolicy.com/2019/03/05/the-tragedy-of-trumps-foreign-policy/
The White House. (2018, August 6). Statement from the President on the Reimposition of 

United States Sanctions with Respect to Iran. The White House. https://trumpwhitehouse.
archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-reimposition-united-states-sanc-
tions-respect-iran/

https://sp.spa.gov.sa/viewfullstory.php?lang=ar&newsid=1761014
https://shorturl.at/dfmt2
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/05/30/the-world-wants-you-to-think-like-a-realist/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2018/08/30/planning-for-the-post-trump-wreckage/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/03/05/the-tragedy-of-trumps-foreign-policy/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/03/05/the-tragedy-of-trumps-foreign-policy/
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-reimposition-united-states-sanctions-respect-iran/
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-reimposition-united-states-sanctions-respect-iran/
https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/statement-president-reimposition-united-states-sanctions-respect-iran/

