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A Realist Analysis of Saudi Foreign Policy in the 2011 

Syrian War 
 
 

Gheya El Assaad 

ABSTRACT 
 
Realism emphasizes states’ pursuit of self-interest amidst an anarchic international 
environment where struggles for power are paramount. The 2011- Syrian war is one of the 
Middle East’s most protracted conflicts, becoming an arena of struggle amongst regional and 
international powers. As a regional power, Saudi Arabia was drawn into the Syrian war. This 
study examines the drivers of Saudi foreign policy towards the Syrian conflict. It explores the 
extent to which such policy was driven by ideational or material forces. Utilizing a realist 
framework of analysis, that draws on the balance of threat and neoclassical realist theories, 
the study argues that Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy towards the Syrian conflict (2011-) sought 
to balance against both ideational and material threats when faced with two competing goals: 
undermining Iranian influence, while combatting the growth of radical Islamist groups in the 
region. 
 

Keywords: Saudi Arabia, Foreign Policy, 2011 Syrian War, Middle East, Realism, State 
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CHAPTER ONE 

AN INTRODUCTION TO SAUDI FOREIGN POLICY  
 

    This study aims to analyze the drivers of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy towards the 

Syrian conflict since 2011 and explore the relationship between the material and ideational 

forces influencing its behavior. By March 2011, the waves of protests gripping the countries 

of the Middle East reached Syria, where it witnessed demonstrations across the country 

demanding regime change and reforms. However, what began as a series of peaceful protests 

calling for reform ultimately shifted into a civil war, notably turning into one of the most 

protracted conflicts of the region. Salamey (2017) describes the Syrian war as a “multi-

faceted” and “highly complex” conflict that includes social and political factions, and regional 

and international actors (p.7). The Syrian war ultimately was placed on the spectrum of not 

only regional power interest, but also global ones. Furthermore, states such as Turkey, Saudi 

Arabia, Iran, Russia, the United States, Israel have been involved, at different and 

simultaneous stages, in the conflict. Carpenter (2013) described the geopolitical context of the 

Syrian war as a “tangled web” that is a “cockpit for regional rivalries”, mainly reflecting a 

geopolitical competition for dominance between Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia (p. 3). In 

addition, informal involvement took place in the Syrian war including non-state actors, 

mainly radical Islamist groups and other non-state military groups. The geopolitical dynamics 

before and after the outburst of the Syrian war are characterized by a rising rivalry between 

Saudi Arabia and Iran (Carpenter, 2013). Saudi Arabia is one of the main regional powers that 

interfered in the Syrian war.  

    To better understand the foreign policy of Saudi Arabia in the Syrian war, this research 

examines the drivers behind it, the threat perceptions that affected it, and the extent to which 

it was driven by ideational and material forces. Despite the involvement of other states in the 
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Syrian war, analyzing Saudi foreign policy in specific allows the research to expand on the 

geopolitical dynamics of the region. Primarily, this study will leverage qualitative research 

methods, mainly through analyzing secondary sources of literature from a realist perspective. 

The analysis of Saudi foreign policy contributes to a comprehensive understanding of the role 

of regional power dynamics, geopolitical shifts, and domestic interests in dealing with threat 

perceptions. Moreover, it aims to make sense of current regional trends to help bridge the gap 

between realist theory concepts and practical foreign policies.  

 

1.1 Literature Review   

1.1.1 Drivers of Saudi Foreign Policy  

    Upon the formation of Saudi Arabia as a kingdom, one of its vulnerabilities was its large 

territory and difficulty defending the border, amidst a region whose balance of power 

depended on settled and developed states (Hinnebusch, 2003). Hinnebusch (2003) highlights 

that Saudi Arabia, until today, has been threatened by regional rather than “Western” forces, 

especially given the significant role that the latter played in establishing the kingdom. To 

outline the bases of Saudi foreign policy, Hinnebusch (2003) asserted that Saudi Arabia is a 

“status quo power” due to its “satisfaction with its statehood, its relationship with the West” 

and experiencing different threats in the region (p. 123). Much of this can be applied to Saudi 

Arabia today, especially with Iran’s rise in influence in the Gulf region. Darwich (2019) 

asserts that Saudi Arabia has been vital for stability of the region, where its threat perceptions 

and the effect they have on their foreign policies impact regional politics significantly. As a 

starting point to analyzing drivers of Saudi foreign policy in the Syrian War, this paper adopts 

a neoclassical realist approach to analyzing foreign policy, while using the balance of threat 

theory of Stephen Walt to guide the analysis.  
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1.1.2 Material vs Ideational Forces 

    The balance of threat theory bases threats on four factors: “aggregate power, offensive 

power, geographic proximity, and aggressive intentions” (Walt, 1987). In addition, Darwich 

(2019) highlights that states change their perception on what forms a threat to them based on 

material and ideational sources of danger. Moreover, she distinguishes between physical and 

ontological security, with the former corresponding to military threats while the latter to 

threats to identity narratives. Ideational forces include regime identity and societal identities. 

These ideational forces drive regime’s foreign policies when they perceive a competing 

identity narrative rising. Saudi Arabia’s identity is rooted in Islam, as it positions itself “as the 

custodian of the two holy mosques” and the birthplace of Islam” (Darwish, 2019). Al Saud 

(2013) highlights that Saudi Arabia views itself as the eminent “leader of the Muslim world”. 

After the Islamic revolution in 1979, Iran appointed itself to be the leader of the Shiite 

community and Muslim revolutionaries against the West. This is where two clashing 

communitarian identities on the regional level yield an ideational force that drives Saudi 

foreign policy.  

    In addition to the ideational forces that impact foreign policies, material forces that 

correspond to physical security constitute another dimension of viewing drivers of foreign 

policy. Material factors are related to the resources or capabilities that states use to impact one 

another (Wivel, 2005). Mostly being military resources, material forces can also include 

economic resources (Darwich, 2019). Saudi Arabia boasts one of the largest Gross Domestic 

Products (GDPs) among the countries of the Middle East, reflecting its prominent economic 

status in the region. Its GDP accounts for approximately 24% of the entire Middle East and 

North Africa (MENA) region's economic output, making it a vital player in the economic 

landscape of MENA (Al Saud, 2013; Eken, El-Erian, Fennel & Chauffour, 1996). In addition 
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to being part of the G20, Saudi Arabia holds the title as the region’s third biggest foreign 

exchange reserves and the world’s largest oil producer. With these economic factors, energy 

security becomes more relevant, knowing that its economic standing is mainly due to its rich 

oil economy. As previously stated, material forces are strongly rooted in military capabilities. 

From a balance of threat perspective, when a power manifests a signal of predominance or 

increase in hegemony, it becomes a threat and a disruptor of balance (Smith, Hadfield & 

Dunne, 2008). Moreover, a threat to Saudi Arabia is also Iran’s Islamic revolution and its 

ranking as the second largest petroleum reserve country in the Gulf. In addition, Al Saud 

(2013) asserts that one of Saudi Arabia’s concerns with Iran is its interest in ensuring that Iran 

does not develop any nuclear weapons. This comes in line with the Saudi interest in 

maintaining its internal and external security, and the security and the stability of the region  

    Nuruzzaman (2021) asserts that the attention given by International Relations (IR) scholars 

to the Syrian war is yet to be considered adequate. In other words, IR theoretical schools have 

not rigorously been used in the context of the Syrian war. The balance of threat theory 

developed by Stephen Walt emphasizes threats in revolutionary states. Walt (1997) claims 

that revolutions shift the balance of threats between the state itself and its rivals, heightening 

perceptions of threat among them. Furthermore, the kind of developments that happen on the 

domestic level determines the shifts in the relationship between the revolutionary state itself 

and external parties. Moreover, the core of the balance of threat theory is based on the notion 

that states’ security concerns are rooted in threats and not power (Nuruzzaman, 2021). For 

this reason, this study adopts Walt’s perspective on threats in its analysis. Walt contextualizes 

threats when analyzing alliance-formations, where his theory is based on the notion that 

states’ alliance formation is based on their perception of threat. While Walt (1997) 

contextualizes his analysis to alliance formation, this study uses the logical framing of the 

balance of threat theory to further understand Saudi Arabia’s threat perceptions. In addition, 
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the neoclassical realist framework is useful in the context of this study since it emphasizes the 

human and domestic factors, and the structure of the international system, For the scope of 

this study, the methodology tackles both human and domestic drivers of Saudi foreign policy, 

and external drivers while considering the role it plays in the region.  

    The existing literature highlights the different aspects that drive Saudi foreign policy along 

the lines of material and ideational forces. Moreover, it frames the role of threat perceptions in 

foreign policy. However, the extent to which Saudi foreign policy is rooted in material and 

ideational factors requires further investigation. The limitation of the existing literature lies in 

exploring the relationship between those factors and the role of this relationship in Saudi 

foreign policy. The aim of this thesis is to explore the interplay between both factors in the 

Saudi foreign policy, with a focus on the Syrian war as a case study. Moreover, this thesis 

focuses on the preceding deficiency in the literature and contributes to understanding the 

extent of the coherence of Saudi foreign policy in the Syrian war.  

 

1.2 Research Questions & Aim of the Study  

    This thesis seeks to answer the following questions: What kind of foreign policies did 

Saudi Arabia deploy in the Middle East, specifically in the context of the 2011 Syrian war as 

an arena for geopolitical dominance? What is the balance between material and ideational 

forces in Saudi foreign policy? By seeking answers to these questions, this study aims to 

explore the coherence of the foreign policy that was adopted by Saudi Arabia during the war. 

Furthermore, the research aims to explore the relationship, if any, between the ideational and 

material forces of Saudi foreign policy, and their relationship with geopolitical dynamics. The 

thesis also argues that the coherence of the Saudi foreign policy is rooted in the balance 

between ideational and material factors, mainly manifested in its ability to balance between 
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two competing goals: undermining Iran’s influence in Syria and combating radical Islamist 

groups.  

 

1.3 Methodology & Theoretical Framework  

    This thesis will apply a qualitative methodology, focusing on extensive literature review on 

Saudi foreign policy. It will use secondary sources in both Arabic and English from journal 

articles, newspaper articles and state official statements. This thesis will use the Syrian war as 

a case study in applying the Saudi foreign policy analysis.  

    Realism, one of the most fundamental theories of International Relations, is based on the 

assumption that states operate as members of groups, with the possibility that conflict arises 

within that group (Rose,1998). Realism applies a multi-level analysis of the state, with a 

presumption that states are rational actors that favor their national interest.  Moreover, realism 

emphasizes self-interest in political behavior. Power, in addition, is unequal among members 

(Smith, Hadfield & Dunne, 2008: 36). An essential element in realist theory is the balance of 

power. According to the balance of power theory, states under anarchy seek their interest by 

force if needed, and possibly defend themselves against any potential power rise of other 

states in the system (Smith et al., 2008).  How does a state do that? States resort to “internal 

balancing”, where they build capabilities to counterbalance rises in power, and “external 

balancing”, where they build alliances with other states ((Smith et al., 2008, p.40). Through 

internal and external balancing, states respond to internal and external stimuli, where they 

attempt to respond to national security threats through balancing.  

    Neoclassical realism poses a challenge to defensive and offensive realism, filling their gaps 

of inaccuracy and over-simplification (Rose, 1998). The neoclassical realist school of thought 

views foreign policy in a mid-ground lens between constructivists and structural theorists 

(Rose, 1998). Moreover, it views state behavior as one that aims to garner material resources 
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that give them power to influence externally. Hence, the logical sequence of neoclassical 

realist theory is that foreign policy of states is shaped by both systemic incentives and internal 

factors (Rose, 1998). Despite being criticized to fall short in examining outcomes of policies 

(Elman, 1996), neoclassical realist foreign policy analysis fills that gap on a system level of 

analysis (Smith, 2016). 

    This thesis presents a framework that analyzes Saudi foreign policy along the lines of the 

material and ideational forces that influence its threat perceptions, the internal and external 

threat perceptions that shape its decisions, and the ontological and physical security motives 

that shape its entire foreign policy. Furthermore, this study will combine between the balance 

of threat theory and the neoclassical realist framework to analyze the drivers of Saudi foreign 

policy in the Syrian war and the relationship between its ideational and material forces. The 

framework constitutes a blend between both Stephen Walt’s works on the balance of threat 

that was later applied to Saudi Arabia by May Darwich. By doing so, this thesis maps out 

influential factors in analyzing Saudi Arabian foreign policy and simplifies the relationship 

between those factors. Darwich (2019) highlights that different elements in theoretical 

paradigms combined could be useful to argumentative coherence. Despite the fusion of realist 

approaches to foreign policy analysis in this thesis, the overall approach to the argument is not 

a multi-theoretical one, which means it does not hold multiple theories’ assumptions, but 

rather combines elements from different theories to bridge the argument.  

 

1.4 Map of the Thesis  

    The thesis is divided into several chapters that outline the analysis of the content. The 

following chapter will investigate the Saudi foreign policy in the Middle East, specifically 

towards Iraq, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon. The chapter provides an overview over the 

geopolitical significance of Saudi Arabia in the region. Moreover, it elaborates on the Saudi 



8 
 

role in the Syrian war in 2011, portraying its stances in the Arab league, its position towards 

the Assad regime before and after the rise of radical Islamist movements. The third chapter 

provides the framework for analyzing Saudi foreign policy along the lines of material and 

ideational forces, and ontological and physical security. The separation between material and 

ideational forces is helpful in analyzing its foreign policy with regards to the Syrian war. The 

chapter highlights the role each driver plays in guiding Saudi foreign policy. The fourth 

chapter expands on Saudi sources of legitimacy on the geopolitical scene, highlighting the 

tensions related to them that emerged in the Syrian war. Moreover, it explores how the Saudi 

foreign policy balanced between undermining Iranian influence in Syria and combating 

radical Islamist groups. Finally, the fifth and concluding chapter discusses the coherence of 

Saudi foreign policy in the Syrian war and reflects on whether the Saudi foreign policy in 

2023 presents a certain continuity of the Saudi role in the region or not.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 THE HISTORY OF SAUDI FOREIGN POLICY IN THE 
MIDDLE EAST  

 

    This chapter provides a historic overview of the Saudi foreign policy in the Levant, mainly 

in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan. It will look into the kind of foreign policies that Saudi 

Arabia has applied throughout the Cold war, after the fall of the Soviet Union, and following 

the 2011 Arab uprisings. This overview allows for a proper examination of the geopolitical 

significance the Kingdom possesses. Saudi Arabia has been a key actor in the Middle East 

since the establishment of the Kingdom. It has long positioned itself as an influential player in 

the region and based its foreign policy on responding to internal and external threats. As 

mentioned by Al Saud (2013), Saudi regional activities entail maintaining stability in the 

region through establishing conflict-resolution and negotiation initiatives. Moreover, 

Hinnebusch (2003) asserts that Saudi Arabia is considered one of the status quo powers that 

seeks to maintain the region’s status quo by responding to imminent threats to its security. 

However, Saudi Arabia stood against Assad in the Syrian war, mainly resorting to minor 

mediation efforts in the beginning. These efforts were done through the Arab League and 

separate initiatives to bridge between opposition factions and the Assad regime. To explain 

the variants of Saudi foreign policy in the Middle East, one must examine the foreign policies 

it has implemented in the Levant, specifically in Iraq, Syria, Jordan, and Lebanon. This is 

vital to tap into the geopolitical significance of Saudi Arabia in the region, which can clarify 

its role in the 2011 Syrian war.  
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2.1 A Look at Saudi Foreign Policy in the Levant 

    Being a regional power in the Middle East, Saudi Arabia’s strategic importance has grown 

with the level of various tensions taking place in the region. Apart from its strategic location 

between the Gulf and the Levant, Saudi Arabia’s political significance is also rooted in how it 

positions itself as “the custodian of the two holy mosques” (Karim, 2017). This trickles down 

to the kind of foreign policy Saudi Arabia has applied in the Levant before and after the fall of 

the Soviet Union, which is one that is driven by internal and external threats. The kind of 

status quo it sought to maintain since its formation in 1932 and until 2015 entailed caution 

and balancing, where it established alliances against states it perceives as a threat to the 

balance of power (Rich and Moore-Gilbert, 2019). By the end of the 1970s, the Sunni-Shiite 

rivalry began gaining momentum for various factors. The war in Syria and Yemen 

represented a peak in the Sunni-Shiite communitarian conflict, coupled with a massive rise of 

radical Islamist groups such as ISIS. Jarzabeck (2018) summarizes salient threats to Middle 

Eastern security as those involving Sunni-Shiite conflict, Islamic fundamentalism and local 

regime instability.  

    During the Cold War, the Kingdom experienced contending drivers to its foreign policy. 

On the one hand, Saudi distanced itself from the US vis a vis its support to Israel, and on the 

other keeping a close partnership with it for financial and material interests (Vassiliev, 1998). 

Saudi Arabia’s opposition to the Baghdad pact was manifested with its tightened relationship 

with Abdel Nasser, pro-Soviet Egyptian leader. Saudi Arabia perceived the Soviet Union and 

expansionist actions as a significant external threat, which shaped its security viewpoints at 

the time. This perception was influenced by religious factors, and material factors. Saudi 

Arabia was political concerned about the spread of the Communist ideology in the region, 

which could ultimately lead to revolutions. Moreover, the Kingdom confronted the 

proliferation of Pan-Arabism in the MENA. Arab nationalism gained momentum and 
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instigated revolutions that overthrew monarchies like Egypt, Iraq and Yemen. For Saudi 

Arabia, Arab solidarity is advanced under the Islamic lens, where pan-Islamism acts as a 

leading ideology where Arab sense of solidarity could be established (Hafiz, 1980). Mainly 

spearheaded by Egypt, Pan-Arabism was a contrasting narrative to the Saudi Pan-Islam 

identity. This intensified ideological tensions, where Saudi Arabia found itself amidst several 

threats and ideological rivalries. Not only that, but oil field workers in Saudi Arabia also were 

lenient towards pan-Arabism in Saudi Arabia; however, the legitimacy that the ruling family 

Al Saud has contributed to reinstating order.  The Pan-Arab identity further affected state 

behavior with the formation of the United Arab Republic, where Baathist Syria and Nasserist 

Egypt were merged in 1958. The tensions between Egypt under Nasser and Saudi Arabia were 

manifested in their relations with other states. For example, the tension was apparent when 

Nasser stepped away from actions collectively taken by Arab nations, whereas Saudi Arabia’s 

foreign policy was rooted in collective Arab initiatives and conventions (Kalawoun, 2000). 

From 1950 to 1960, Saudi Arabia faced the Arab nationalist threat when there were attempts 

for coup by “middle-class Arab nationalist officers” (Hinnebusch, 2003, p.125). In response, 

Saudi Arabia resorted to balancing against Nasserist Egypt with Jordan and the West. 

 

    Amidst the regional complexities, the tension was further compounded by Nasser's support 

for the Republican’s revolution in Yemen, which triggered Saudi Arabia to fortify its military 

alliance with the United States (Hinnebusch, 2003). The intricate dynamics between Saudi 

Arabia and Egypt unfolded on Yemeni soil, with both nations allegedly embroiled in a 

struggle. Saudi Arabia took a stance backing the Royalists, while Egypt extended its support 

to the Republican government, adding another layer of complexity to the regional landscape. 

However, one common goal for both countries at the time was the Israeli threat. The 1967 war 

against Israel encouraged the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Egypt under Nasser to be put 
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aside (Riedel, 2017). This was concluded after an Arab Summit in Sudan following the war. 

The summit was followed by the withdrawal of Egypt from Yemen and a halt of Saudi 

support to the Republican government. Israel was viewed as a threat between the two rival 

states. This caused a shift in Saudi foreign policy. Saudi Arabia perceived the Marxist 

Yemenis in the south, Baathist Iraq, and Islamic Iran as a threat to its security (Hinnebusch, 

2003). Moreover, the Islamic revolution in Iran has threatened the legitimacy of Saudi Arabia 

as an Islamic power which posed both ontological and physical threats (Dawisha, 1979; 

Vassiliev, 1998).  

 

2.2  Saudi Arabia and the Neighbors of the North: Jordan and Iraq 

    A significant element that marked Saudi foreign policy in the Cold War was its relationship 

with Jordan. Both ruled by ‘kings of the Hashemite dynasty’, the ideological positioning of 

Saudi Arabia and Jordan is marked by a historical tension that was brought to a physical end 

in 1924 when King Abdulaziz bin Saud seized Mecca and Medina from the Hashemite 

kingdom (Yamani, 2009). Historically, both houses of Al Saud and Hashem have been 

recognized by the Ottoman Empire as rulers over Nejd and Hejaz, but the fall of the empire 

sparked strife between both on the struggle to Arabia. Moreover, their tension is also rooted in 

intra-Sunni ideological differences, where Hashemites encouraged an Arabized Islamic 

identity whereas Al Saud were allied with Wahhabism. Nevertheless, the ideological tension 

was came along with the material threat to the Hashemite kingdom, which is the struggle for 

Arabia. However, both Kingdom’s mutual interests were heightened after the Jordanian Arab 

Legion and the support of Jordan to Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war in 1980 (Patrick, 2016). The 

Hashemite Kingdom’s proximity to Saudi oil fields ultimately motivated the latter to finalize 

a mutual defense assistance pact with the US in 1951 (Pollack, 2002).  



13 
 

    However, Saudi Arabia also portrayed a mechanism of ‘defensive balancing’, entailing 

acting with “caution and reflexivity” upon its ‘Kings’ Alliance’ with Jordan and Iraq 

(Hinnebusch, 2003). With regards to both Kingdoms’ relationship, Patrick (2016) asserts that 

what distinguishes it is its mutual interest for both (p. 166). Saudi Arabia is interested in a 

functional, “surviving conservative monarchy” in the North while Jordan is interested in 

Saudi Arabia because it cannot depend on the United States only. Not only that, but the 

perceived threat of Iran to both Kingdoms is common. After 2003, the rise of Iranian 

influence in Iraq was a threat to both states. Despite Jordan’s historic links to Iraq’s Shiites, 

Jordan had aligned with other Sunni powers such as the GCC countries and Egypt. Moreover, 

both Kingdoms' mutual opposition to the Muslim Brotherhood brings their interests closer, 

and the overlap between them causes them to be on a critical side against Qatar (Patrick, 

2016). Another essential element to their common interest is the security benefits to their 

geographical proximity, where Saudi Arabia and Jordan have interchangeably benefited from 

each of its military capacities. However, the divergence of their interests was apparent 

following the Syrian war. At the start of the war and until 2015, Saudi Arabia’s opposition to 

Bashar Assad was at its most vocal, most aggressive point. To a certain extent, that opposition 

led it to express frustration to US caution against Assad. On the other hand, Jordan continued 

its contacts with the government of Syria given that it hosts around half a million Syrian 

refugees (Patrick, 2016).  

    The relationship between Saudi Arabia and Iraq has been a troubled-one. One aspect 

contributing to that is the Al Saud-Hashemite tensions. In addition, Saudi Arabia has been 

more on Iran’s side than Iraq’s in the 1980-1988 war, which did not resonate well with 

Saddam Hussein (Patrick, 2016). The period of tensions between both countries heightened 

when Saudi Arabia was a leader in establishing the Gulf Cooperation Council, while Iraq led 

the Arab Cooperation Council. Nevertheless, the tables turned after the Iranian revolution, 
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where Iran was a perceived threat for both Saudi Arabia and Iraq. One element of this threat 

was the Iranian backing of Saudi Arabia Shiites (Patrick, 2016). Despite that, there were 

military clashes between the two states during the 1991 Gulf war. Following the invasion of 

Iraq by the United States in 2003, Saudi Arabia no longer treated Saddam Hussein as a threat, 

especially that any democratic change to the regime would mean more leverage to Shiites in 

Iraq (Patrick, 2016). However, after the 2004 Iraqi civil war, Saudi Arabia has accepted that 

any foreign policy with Iraq meant a proper courting of Shiite groups. Moreover, Saudi 

Arabia holds strong relations with the Iraqi Kurds, despite the former not formally 

recognizing the Kurdish entity. Another defining factor for the Saudi-Iraqi relationship is the 

Sunni-Arab connection. Connections between Saudi Arabia and Sunni Iraqis deepened 

following the US invasion of Iraq in 2003. According to Patrick (2016), King Abdullah of 

Saudi Arabia expected a fairer representation of Sunni Arabs in Iraq after the Iraqi 

proportional representation elections, and a contending relationship with Al-Maliki was 

obvious as the latter was perceived to be close to Iran. Gause (2011) also highlights that Al 

Maliki’s influence was not in favor of Saudi Arabia, whereby the latter extended support for 

the Iraqi Awakening, an Iraqi Sunni opposing Iranian influence and Al Qaeda. Nevertheless, 

the Saudi Arabian-Sunni relationship vis a vis the Iraqi Sunni tribes was limited. What makes 

the Saudi-Iraqi relationship more complex is the subsequent fighting and bomb-dropping from 

militant groups around Saudi Arabia, such as the six rockets in north-eastern Saudi Arabia in 

2013 and the three rockets 12 km south of the border of Saudi in 2014.  

 
2.3  Lebanon as a lens to the Saudi-Syrian working relationship 

    The Kingdom’s foreign policy in Lebanon cannot be seen in isolation of its relationship 

with Syria. Among Saudi Arabia’s most significant mediations in Lebanon is its attempt to 

end the civil war through the Taif Accord in 1989. The Taif Accord brought the war to an end 
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and set the underground for a new political order post-conflict. In 1989, sixty-two 

parliamentary members met in Taif to discuss a political model that would end the conflict in 

Lebanon. Thompson (2002) asserts that Saudi Arabia has put in the necessary financial and 

political strength to bring both Lebanese and Syrian parties to the conflict to Taif. The process 

of negotiations required Saudi Arabia’s intricate cooperation with countries within the Arab 

League. The negotiations between the parties involved culminated in a successful and ratified 

accord that addressed crucial aspects of political reform at both the legislative and executive 

levels. Additionally, the accord entrusted Syria with the responsibility of redeploying its 

troops in Lebanon, with the shared goal of ensuring stability in the region (Kamrava, 2013). 

The successful ratification of the accord brought the war to end and yielded a relatively 

politically stable era before the 1996 clashes erupted with Israel. 

    There are several factors to the Saudi Arabian interest in the Lebanese crisis. As Kamrava 

(2013) outlines it, Saudi Arabia views tensions in the regions as threats that hold the 

possibility to spill over. Moreover, the ideational force of Sunni-Shiite communitarianism is 

apparent with the Kingdom’s support to Sunni groups and its perception of Hezbollah as a 

proxy group for Iranian Shiite influence. However, Saudi Arabia has kept its communication 

open to all groups in Lebanon, even Hezbollah (Kamrava, 2013). An essential element to 

Walt’s theory is that states either resort to balancing or band-wagoning to tackle threats, with 

the former being more common. With Saudi Arabia’s role in the Lebanese civil war as a 

balancer, it attempted to ensure that there is balance in the interests of these groups to 

potentially reach some form of agreement (Dawisha, 1976). On the other hand, the 

relationship between Saudi Arabia and Lebanon changed after 2005, especially after Rafik 

Hariri was assassinated. After that, Saudi Arabia has favored negotiating with its Iranian rival 

in hopes of finding a power-sharing agreement among both alliances. Further acting in its role 

as a balancer, Saudi Arabia has attempted to balance between Iran and Syria, both close to 
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Hezbollah, to mediate the Lebanese conflict. However, the relationship between Saudi Arabia 

and Syria deteriorated as the former accused it of supporting the anti-West in Iraq and 

Hezbollah. The equilibrium between both powers came to an end with the outbreak of the 

2006 war with Israel and Hezbollah (Wehrey, Karasik, Nader, Ghez, Hansell & Guffey, 

2009). After the war, the balance of power was in favor of Iran. Gause (2007) asserted that the 

regional change in the balance of power was met with efforts on the Saudi side to balance 

against Iran in Lebanon. Ultimately, this led to increased tensions between the two as Saudi 

Arabia blamed Hezbollah for the war. Al Saud (2013) asserted that Saudi Arabian financial 

aid has increased significantly following the 2006 war with Israel, a war between Lebanon’s 

enemy state and a non-state militarized actor. The drivers of the increased aid on 

reconstruction and education were articulated by Al Saud as an attempt to build Lebanon 

strongly while also undermining the influence of Iran. The foreign policy of Saudi Arabia 

after the uprisings manifested shifting priorities for the Kingdom, where military 

advancement was apparent in two countries, mainly driven by the threats to the balance of 

power in the region.  

    These shifting priorities impacted Saudi foreign policy in Lebanon, where it changed from 

being the status-quo-balancer to a more vocal opponent of the Lebanese political dynamics. 

Saudi Arabia took a more active role to balance against Hezbollah. In addition, the Kingdom 

halted its pragmatic approach with Syria as the war developed and adopted more assertive 

approaches against Hezbollah and its allies in Lebanon. Since then, Saudi Arabia halted a 3 

billion USD in military aid for the Lebanese army, urged restraining to travel to Lebanon, and 

opted to categorize Hezbollah as a terrorist organization (Berti, 2016). Saudi Arabia has made 

it clear that Lebanon is among its pressing foreign policy priorities, which is affected by 

various factors. First, Saudi Arabia perceives any shift in the balance of power in the Middle 

East as a threat to its security. In other words, insecurities in Middle Eastern states are 
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perceived to hold potential spill-over capabilities onto the Kingdom. Lebanon has long 

experienced inter-group conflicts, mainly portrayed through the 15-year devastating civil war. 

In response, Saudi Arabia has resorted to balancing through mediation, adopting a pragmatic 

approach with Syria to bring the war to an end and ensuring stability. Moreover, Saudi Arabia 

has also adopted a pragmatic approach with Iran to manage Lebanese affairs when its 

relationship with Syria was at stake, ultimately achieving success in bringing political 

deadlocks to a halt. However, the Saudi Arabian foreign policy in Lebanon varied after the 

2011 uprisings, where it became more assertive in its actions in Lebanon. This can be seen in 

the light of the increasing tensions in the region, specifically the contesting rivalry with Iran 

in three areas: Iraq, Yemen, and Syria. After a more dormant, yet assertive, foreign policy in 

Lebanon, Saudi Arabia has recently articulated a particular interest in upholding Lebanese 

political stability. Saudi Arabian Ambassador to Lebanon Walid Bin Abdullah Bukhari 

recently organized a conference in UNESCO that invited over a thousand political, economic, 

and diplomatic stakeholders (Arab News, 2022). The conference, organized amidst an 

ongoing political deadlock over the presidential elections and Hezbollah and FPM's campaign 

against the Taif accords, was based on upholding the guidelines of the Taif accords. Also, 

Hezbollah's close allies attended it. The current step is significant in analyzing another 

possible variation in Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy in Lebanon. The step reached out to 

various factions of Lebanese society and is among the most active steps after the collapse of 

the March 8-14 political dynamic in Lebanon. However, whether this constitutes a definitive 

sign that Saudi Arabia’s role as a pragmatic balancer in Lebanon is on the return remains 

debatable.  

    Patrick (2016) highlights that the Syrian regime has been an ally for Saudi Arabia for forty 

years until 2005. The two states’ interests converged at several points throughout the final 

three decades of the 20th century. Whether it is balancing against Iraq in its invasion of 
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Kuwait or maintaining checks and balances against both Israel and Palestinian fighters in 

Lebanon, Saudi Arabia’s relationship with Syria brought leverage to the kingdom’s political 

weight (Patrick, 2016). The Saudi-Syrian relationship in 1989 was key to finalizing the Taif 

agreement ending Lebanon’s civil war. Patrick (2016) asserts that the agreement resulted from 

a mutual understanding between both countries, leading Syria to overview the disarmament of 

Lebanese militias. However, with Bashar Assad assuming power in Syria in 2000, the mutual 

interests began diverging. Rafik Hariri was the former Prime Minister of Lebanon and a close 

ally to the Kingdom. Following his assassination, the Saudi-Syrian relationship took a step 

backwards. Moreover, Saudi Arabia expressed its support for the Special Tribunal at the 

International Court of Justice regarding Hariri’s assassination. However, the two states’ 

behavior portrayed their intention to avoid a total halt to their relationship. First, Saudi Arabia 

acted in Syria’s interest for the “UN Commission of Inquiry” not to undermine the regime 

after the king clarified that it stands with Syria. 

   In return, Syria, represented by its Foreign Minister Walid al-Muallem highlighted its 

intention to cooperate with the investigation. Patrick claims that Saudi’s “dual policy” was 

rooted in maintaining stability in Syria and the region, in fear that any Sunni-Shiite tensions in 

Lebanon would snowball to Syria and the whole Middle East (Blanga, 2017, p.2). Another 

reason is Saudi Arabia viewing the isolation of Syria as a double-edged sword that could 

further strengthen its ties to Iran (Blanga, 2017). With Assad’s more strategic relationship to 

Iran, Syria’s foreign policy decisions went in no favor of that of Saudi Arabia’s. Nevertheless, 

when Lebanon was at the brink of another civil war in 2008 as Sunni-Shiite groups took to the 

streets in armed attacks against each other, Saudi Arabia balanced between Syria and Iran to 

elect a national unity cabinet after new presidential elections. 

    This falls under its interest to maintain stability and discourage a conflict with Hezbollah, 

Iran’s ally (Patrick, 2016). Despite Saudi Arabia and Assad’s Syria divergent interests, the 
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former’s initiative in 2008 came after it realized that local political dynamics could affect its 

foreign policy (Wehrey, Karasik, Nader, Ghez, Hansell & Guffey, 2009). In 2010, the Saudi-

Syrian relationship was seen in light of Saudi ambassador Abdulaziz Al-Khoja’s initiative to 

finalize a national unity government in Lebanon alongside Assad. However, the initiative did 

not resonate well with regards to Iraq, where Assad embraced Iran’s interests in the 2010 Iraqi 

election (Patrick, 2016).  

 

2.4 The 2011 Syrian war 

    Following the wave of uprisings in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt, protests in Syria took place in 

2011 against the Assad regime, reforms, and democratic regime change. However, the 

complexity of the Syrian society, coupled with the impact the protests left on the geopolitical 

context, caused the conflict to turn into a proxy war involving external actors (Nuruzzaman, 

2021). Domestically, the Syrian war involved two camps: those supporting the Assad 

government, and those opposing it. Mainly, the first camp comprised of the Baath party and 

its apparatus, militia groups supported by Iran, and the business elites. The second camp 

involved both secularists and Islamists (marginalized groups, poor Sunni majority, Muslim 

Brotherhood groups, anti-Alawites). Militarily, the anti-Assad camp included the Free Syrian 

army and Islamist rebel groups.  

    At the start of the protests in Syria, Saudi Arabia extended its political support for Assad, 

notably holding meetings with Syrian officials between April and May 2011. Gause (2011) 

claims that since Saudi Arabia fears regional instability as a status quo power, it refrained 

from directly supporting the change of the regime, one that is Iran’s biggest ally in the 

region.  In Syria, Saudi Arabia attempted to begin dialogues with Bashar Assad in 2011, but 

the dialogue was halted in 2012 (Al Saud, 2013). 
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    When protests began in Syria in 2011, Saudi Arabia refrained from attacking Assad in the 

media. This portrays that Saudi Arabia was trying to maintain the status quo, hoping that 

reforms may still take place by Assad (Ghotme & Ahmed, 2015). Simultaneously, the Shiite 

protests in Bahrain led Saudi Arabia to use Syria as a mid-broker with Iran so the protests 

don’t spill over (Ghotme & Ahmed, 2015). Shortly after in May 2011, Saudi Arabia hosted 

the Organization of the Islamic Conference which called on Assad to restrain from attacking 

citizens (SPA, 2011). Four months later, the Saudi position became more vocal against Assad, 

where it made a media statement to call for reforms. As a last gesture in its dual policy with 

Syria and given its long history of mediation, Saudi Arabia suggested to Assad creating a 

conciliation committee between the opposition and the regime in Syria under the Kingdom’s 

supervision (Blanga, 2017). However, Assad rejected its proposal, taking into consideration 

his closeness to Iran. This led to a shift of Saudi foreign policy in Syria.  

    As an act of protest against Assad’s attack on civilian protesters, Saudi Arabia withdrew its 

ambassador from Syria in August 2011. Later, Saudi Arabia worked with the Arab League to 

promote a plan for peace, one whose terms were accepted by Assad (Blanga, 2017). However, 

Assad’s violation of the terms led Saudi Arabia to retract its Arab League representatives of 

the observer force from Syria and called for actions against Syria, including economic and 

political sanctions and “all forms of support” (Todman, 2016). The following year marked an 

increased closeness between Saudi Arabia and the opposition factions in Syria, where the 

former financially supported the Free Syrian Army and increased meetings with the Syrian 

opposition (Blanga, 2017). Al Saud (2013) asserted that “supplying the defensive weapons 

needed by the Syrian people to defend themselves is what will bring about the political 

settlement”. At this point, it became clear from Saudi’s side that it is no longer interested in 

maintaining the Assad regime. The Kingdom’s support to opposition factions was extended in 

2012 and 2013 to the Free Syrian Army and the factions that were secular (Blanga, 2017). 
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The proactive Saudi support was also manifested in its approach of foreign countries to 

facilitate the supply of heavy weapons to Syrian rebels (Arabi21, 2013). After the Assad 

regime used chemical weapons in 2013, Saudi Arabia was offered a seat in the UN Security 

Council, which it rejected while clarifying that it will not accept to be a part of the Security 

Council if it is unable to take punitive measures against the Syrian regime (UN News, 2013).  

    The growing animosity against Assad and the goal to defeat radical groups have caused 

Saudi Arabia to take steps that favor each goal. After the appointment of King Salman bin 

Abd Al-Aziz to the throne in 2015, Saudi Arabia balanced with Turkey and Qatar against the 

Assad regime, notably portraying more flexibility towards other factions of the opposition. In 

2015, Saudi Arabia hosted several Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated leaders (Al-Arian, 2015). 

However, scholars highlight that the support was not contained within these organizations, 

and indirectly was linked to other factions that promoted the establishment of an Islamic state 

(Blanga, 2017; Todman, 2016). To add, Saudi Arabia’s support to these factions was twofold: 

undermining the Assad regime on one hand and countering the Salafi Jihadi organizations on 

the other (Blanga, 2017). In 2014, Saudi Arabia enacted a law that imprisons citizens that 

fight in any foreign country as an attempt to prevent its citizens from fighting in Syria with 

the rebel groups. Next, the Kingdom declared Jabhat Al Nusra and ISIS (the Islamic State of 

Iraq and Sham) as terrorist organizations. In 2016, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel Al Jubeir 

declared the goal of Saudi Arabia is to remove Assad and defeat the Islamic State.  

 

2.5 Saudi Arabia and Syria: Yo-Yo Foreign Policy 

    Tom Plate (2017) describes yo-yo diplomacy as one that is characterized by fluctuating 

relationships between two states, one that portrays a positive trend that is followed by a 

negative trend. The Saudi-Syrian relationship after Assad’s assumption of power is similar to 

the yo-yo syndrome in that regard. Saudi Arabia’s rapprochement to Syria at times and 
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dissension towards it at others is familiar to the notion of yo-yo, where its yo-yo foreign 

policy is one that alternates between defensive realism and offensive realism tactics. Whether 

it is through bringing the Lebanese civil war to an end through their alliance, establishing 

bilateral visits to save face in front of the United Nations Commission of Inquiry and 

legitimize the Assad regime, or publicly denouncing the regime after the outbreak of the civil 

war, withdrawing its ambassadors and interfering militarily in the Syrian war, Saudi Arabia’s 

yo-yo foreign policy in Syria is rooted in maintaining regional stability, while undermining 

the rapprochement between Syria and Iran. 

    The neoclassical realist school of thought emphasizes the role of material resources in 

strengthening a state’s influence in its geopolitical context. Moreover, neoclassical realism 

emphasizes both domestic and systemic factors in driving foreign policies. A clear 

understanding of the drivers of the Saudi foreign policy, one that we refer to as the yo-yo 

foreign policy, is to clarify what domestic (internal) and systemic (external) factors influence 

it. Not only that, but a deeper look into these drivers is one that categorizes them into material 

and ideational forces, which is rooted in the constructivist element that neoclassical realism 

brings to realist foreign policy analysis. The following chapter explores the internal and 

external drivers of Saudi foreign policy, the material and ideational forces driving it, and the 

relationship between them.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

MATERIAL & IDEATIONAL FORCES IN SAUDI 
ARABIAN THREAT PERCEPTIONS  

 

    After examining the geopolitical significance of Saudi Arabia, the role it plays in the 

regional arena and the foreign policies it has implemented in the 2011 Syrian war, it is vital to 

delve in the drivers of its behavior. Understanding what drives Saudi Arabia’s yo-yo approach 

in the Syrian war requires looking at its perceptions of threat to security. Given that this thesis 

presents a fusion of several elements from the neoclassical realist theory and the balance of 

threat theory, this chapter analyzes the Saudi foreign policy by outlining the ideational and 

material forces that influence its threat perceptions to both its ontological and physical 

security. In realist foreign policy analysis, the material and ideational forces are not to be 

treated as if they are two separate entities driving foreign policy. For analytical purposes, this 

thesis will treat them separately. Darwish (2019) highlights Hollis and Smith’s (1990) 

approach to material and ideational forces in foreign policy, where the synthesis of both 

elements cannot be possible. However, Darwish’s approach perceives material and ideational 

factors as ones that do not exclusively shape the other, where state identity can shape material 

interests and vice versa. Moreover, Hinnebusch (2003) asserts that state identity and systemic 

factors are “autonomous” of each other, but the relationship that exists between them 

determines stability. Since Saudi Arabia is a status-quo power, the main question lies in how 

does the relationship between material and ideational factors contribute to a foreign policy 

that seeks to uphold stability? A proper approach that seeks to answer the preceding question 

is one that unfolds the definition of these forces, and places them within both the domestic 

and systemic context. 
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3.1 A theoretical understanding  

     Neoclassical realism views that security is maintained by states through controlling or 

shaping the external environment (Rose, 1998). Mainly, neoclassical realists attribute threat 

perceptions of states to the relative material power of the state. This means that the more 

material power a state garners, the more influence it will seek abroad. Threat perceptions are a 

state’s assumed understanding on what causes it harm based on two factors: capabilities and 

intentions (Singer, 1958). Walt (1997) emphasizes that threats act as stimuli for states to 

balance against other states. While Waltz’s balance of power theory emphasizes power in 

understanding state behavior, Walt complements the notion of balancing by emphasizing that 

states are motivated to balance against threat, as well. He argues that at the regional level of 

analysis, balancing against threats is more prevalent than balancing against power. Walt 

(1997) claims that the balance of threat theory and the balance of power theory complement 

each other but are distinguished based on one notion. The balance of threat theory argues that 

threats drive state behavior more than power does. An essential element to Walt’s theory is 

that states either resort to balancing or band-wagoning to tackle threats, with the former being 

more common. Band-wagoning refers to coalition-building with threatening states or coalition 

of states to alleviate their threats (Walt, 1997). Under the premise that “intentions can change, 

and perceptions are unreliable”, states resort to balance against threats than to bandwagon 

(Walt, 1987: 85). In addition, Walt claims that revolutions can change the balance of threat 

between the state in which the revolution is taking place and its rivals. By that, threats are at 

the core of a state’s security concerns.  

    Threats can be either internal or external. External threats are categorized by Walt into four 

different levels (Walt, 1987). The first is the overall capabilities of other states, or what is 

known by the aggregate power that is characterized by military strength, economic resources, 

and the size of the population. The second is the geographic proximity to a given state, where 
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how close or far another state affects the extent to which it is perceived as a threat. The third 

is the state’s offensive capability, which is characterized by its military power and how likely 

it is to be aggressive or tend to expand. The final level is the state’s aggressive intentions, 

which is assessed based on the trends in their behavior, their ideologies, and past conflicts. 

Whenever any of these factors are affected, states align to tackle this threat. Internal threats, 

on the other hand, constitute any threat from within the state to its security. These threats can 

involve domestic instability, ethnic or religious conflicts, economic instabilities or terrorism 

and insurgency from non-state actors. It is important to note, however, Walt’s theory on 

balance of threat was not tested in the context of civil wars and protracted conflicts involving 

regional and international powers. Darwish (2016) adds that existing literature has only linked 

threat perceptions to alliance formations, whereas using the theory to frame foreign policy 

analysis clarifies the relationship between state’s identity and its material capabilities. 

However, for analytical purposes, the thesis borrows from the elements of his theory to map 

out the drivers of Saudi foreign policy. 

 

3.2 Operationalizing Threats & Security to Physical & Ontological Security 

 
3.2.1 Material Threats and Physical Security 

    Since a key element in understanding the drivers of Saudi foreign policy is identifying the 

threats that influence its behavior, one must also investigate what kind of factors affect a 

state’s threat perceptions. Material and ideational forces influence state foreign policies 

because they affect their threat perceptions. However, this does not mean they are the only 

influencing factors in states’ threat perceptions. In addition, material and ideational forces 

cannot be seen as separate entities to Walt’s four levels of analysis above. Instead, they stand 

to act as an extension to further understand these levels and use them in foreign policy 

analysis. Then, what are material and ideational forces? According to Wivel (2005), material 
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factors include state capabilities and resources, “mainly military, with which states influence 

one another” (p. 368). Moreover, Darwish (2016) highlights that a primary material force that 

affects threat perceptions is how military capabilities are distributed, in which economic 

capabilities also play a role. Moreover, she adds that material threats stem from other states 

that have military power that is assessed based on how it is distributed, and the potential it 

manifests in putting it to use. Material forces are directly linked to the physical security of a 

state, which means its materialistic, physical survival. Physical harm is one element that states 

use to identify threats (Darwish, 2016).  

    A systemic lens to a state’s material security requires an examination of the power 

distribution in the region. Saudi Arabia, a key player in the Middle East, is a status-quo power 

that attempts to maintain security and stability in the region. Hence, any change in the 

regional power distribution, whether due to material or ideational forces, or both together, 

poses a threat to the status quo it tries to maintain. In her examination of material and 

ideational forces, Darwish (2016) asserts that material forces become the most dominant 

influencer of threat perceptions when “identities are fluid” or “several identities exist” and 

“when the regime faces a distribution of military capabilities with limited policy options to 

ensure physical security” (p. 2).   

 

3.2.2 Ideational Threats & Ontological Security  

    Ideational forces are all elements including the set of beliefs, values and norms, culture, 

identity, and ideologies of a certain state. Identity in specific, plays a major role in a state’s 

formation and ontological security. Ontological security entails the importance of a state’s 

self-security, which is rooted in its identity and the view of the ‘self’ (Wendt, 1994; Subotic, 

2016). States’ identity narratives are formed by states to pursue policies and give meaning to 

their behavior (Innes and Steele, 2014; Subotic, 2016). Moreover, ontological security is 
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concerned with the state’s motive to maintain its view of itself, a view that distinguishes it 

from other states (Darwish, 2019; Jepperson et al., 1996).  Initially a notion that was 

developed in the field of psychiatry by R.D. Laing, ontological security is described “as the 

confidence of human beings and agents in their self-identity” (Darwish, 2019, p.35; Giddens, 

1981; Giddens, 1984). So, agents’ actions ultimately go in line with their self-identity 

(Darwish). To apply that to states, Subotic (2016) highlights that state interactions and their 

relationships with other states affect their narrative and self-identity, and these narratives can 

vary over time. Similarly, Darwish (2019) claims that state identity is formed due to state 

interactions and its own perception of the self. Mitzen (2006) claims that states sustain their 

identity through their social interactions and relationships, whereas other scholars argue that 

state’s ontological security is primordial (Steele, 2005). To bridge the academic dispute over 

sources of ontological security, Darwish (2019) highlights that ontological security can stem 

from both endogenous sources and interactions of the state, where it could be “framed and 

reframed” throughout history (p. 36). Saudi state identity originates from historic and 

sociological origins but has also reframed its identity vis a vis its interactions with other 

states. 

    How does, then, ontological security contribute to explaining foreign policy actions? Just as 

a state seeks to secure itself from physical harm by advancing its military capabilities, it also 

seeks to secure itself from threats against its self-identity. However, some constructivist 

scholars in IR claim that states’ pursuit of ontological security is not the same as that of 

physical security (Mitzen & Larson, 2017). Nevertheless, ontological security has a direct 

effect on foreign policy, regardless the extent to which it influences state behavior. Subotic 

(2016) asserts that state narratives are socially constructed narratives, where actors frame the 

narrative to justify behavior, making the ideational force a tool to achieve a policy aim. The 

constructivist school of thought in IR reaffirms this claim since it views threat perceptions as 
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social constructs, where identities and material factors both threaten state’s security. 

Moreover, constructivists view material forces to be secondary, whereby ideational forces 

become primary factors in a state’s threat perception. Darwish (2016) claims that both 

neorealist and constructivist schools of thought in IR have treated material and ideational 

forces from an either-or perspective, where only emphasizing either of the two in analyzing 

threat perceptions cannot contribute to a comprehensive understanding of the relationship 

between them. To add, scholars in IR argue that at times, the state’s need to protect its 

physical and ontological security causes it to make ‘contradictory policies’ (Mitzen & Larson, 

2017, p. 7). However, this thesis is rooted in the argument that material and ideational factors 

are not mutually exclusive in shaping threat perceptions. Mitzen and Larson (2017) affirm 

that at times, threats to material security could also be threats to ontological security. In other 

words, threats could be both driven by material and ideational forces, and these drivers do not 

necessarily equate to contradicting foreign policies.  

 

3.3 Contextualizing Threat Perceptions: Saudi Arabia vs Iran & Radical 

Islamist Groups   

3.3.1 Iran  

  In applying the above theoretical nuances to the framework of this thesis, I build the analysis 

of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy on categorizing the material and ideational forces that 

influence its threat perceptions in the 2011 Syrian war. Moreover, this section aims to identify 

how Iran is perceived as a threat to Saudi Arabia, and what material and ideational forces 

drive this threat perceptions. Nonneman (2005) highlights that Saudi Arabia pursues both 

domestic and external security aims in its foreign policy. He adds that the two elements are 

interlinked whereby domestic security influences external security. Domestic security 

involves control, consent, and support (legitimacy), where legitimacy stands to be a 
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determinant of the extent of control a state has regarding its society (Nonneman, 2005). 

Moreover, internal threats to the domestic security can be both physical and ontological. 

Among Saudi Arabian historic internal threats are the military and organized labor groups, 

Arab nationalist middle-class military officers in the 20th century, and the strikes by oil 

workers (Hinnebusch, 2003). In the Cold War period, Saudi Arabia resorted to balancing with 

the West and Jordan against Cairo and the rise of Nasser.  

    Saudi foreign policy is mostly shaped by the regional threats surrounding it. Al Saud (2013) 

refers to external security as one that involves the Israeli-Palestinian issue, the Iraqi state 

instability, and the rise of Iran. Due to these external security issues, Saudi Arabia has long 

positioned itself as a leader in negotiating between conflicting parties (Al Saud, 2013). The 

Saudi-Iran rivalry was bound to manifest itself in the Syrian war. Bashar Al-Assad stands to 

be one of Iran’s major allies in the Middle East. This subjects Assad to contestation with not 

only regional actors, but also the Western powers.  Hussain (2013) highlights that the Syrian 

war became a competition for dominance between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Syria acts as a link 

in the Middle East for Iran to increase influence.  

   There are material and ideational forces involved in Saudi’s perception of Iran as a threat. 

This thesis outlines the threat perceptions based on the components of Walt’s balance of 

threat theory. When it comes to aggregate power, one must take into consideration the 

population size, the economic, technical, and chemical capabilities, and the military resources. 

Saudi Arabia has a large territory of 2,149,690 squared kilometers, almost 1.3 times bigger 

than Iran, which has a territory as large as 1,745,150 squared kilometers (World Data, na). 

Despite the larger territory, Saudi Arabia’s population is less than that of Iran, where the 

former encompasses almost 34 million inhabitants, and the latter has almost 88 million 

inhabitants. Economically, Saudi Arabia has a bigger economy than that of Iran, with a GDP 

of 868,586 million USD versus 159,097 million USD. As highlighted by Phillips (2019), 
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Saudi Arabia has the wealth whereas Iran has the bigger population size. Moreover, Iran is 

also rich in oil, where it has been looking to expand its oil-producing economies. Economic 

competitions between both Saudi Arabia and Iran reached a peak after following the nuclear 

rapprochement period between US and Iran in 2015, where the latter enjoyed open oil markets 

(Gul, Abbasi & Haider, 2021)  

    Hinnebusch (2003) highlights that among the limits of the Saudi experience in state-

building is its weakness to combat external threats. This is not necessarily related to the 

Kingdom’s troop count, nor its military resources, but its ability to mobilize ‘defense 

manpower’, where the monarchy would fear demands of political rights and more plebeian 

recruitment (Hinnebusch, 2003, p.128; Gause, 1994). Nevertheless, Saudi Arabia settled for 

high-tech military equipment and air force. A key material force influencing Saudi threat 

perception vis a vis Iran is the latter’s nuclear program. Saudi fears any nuclear proliferation 

done by Iran. Not only that, but it has attempted numerous times to tackle the threat through 

its relationship with the US. Any nuclear proliferation on the side of Iran would ultimately 

lead the Kingdom to develop a nuclear deterrent on its own (Gause, 1994).  

    Moreover, any nuclear proliferation by Iran would upset the regional balance, a foreign 

policy goal Saudi Arabia has long tried to maintain. Then, the very existential description for 

Saudi as a status-quo power would be at stake. In the Syrian war, Iran has applied a much 

clearer offensive realist approach in its alliance with Assad, where it has contributed more 

militarily and financially to him than Saudi Arabia was to the opposition. On the other side, 

Saudi Arabia did not deploy its air force, but contributed financially to supporting opposition. 

Phillips (2019) highlights that the non-deployment of Saudi air force gave Iran leverage over 

using methods of non-conventional warfare. In addition, Syria’s Tartus port acts as Iran’s 

naval base in the Middle East and the rising power has done multi-billion deals on defense 

with the Syrian government (Hussain, 2013).   
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    The material forces that aggravate the Saudi-Iran rivalry can also be seen in the light of 

aggressive intentions, specifically as the tensions became more tense in the Syrian war in 

2011. Not only that, but Iran has also applied an expansionist foreign policy throughout its 

support of proxy groups in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Yemen – states that Saudi Arabia has 

long maintained a strategic importance in. The constructivist element is apparent in Walt’s 

balance of threat theory in the notion of aggressive intentions. Aggressive intentions are not 

only limited to material forces but could also include ideational forces. Ideological factors are 

key since Iran’s revolutionary ideology has long been a challenge to the monarchy, where 

Iran’s positioning of itself as another Islamic leader in the region destabilizes Saudi Arabia’s 

ontological security. Darwish (2019) claims that the Islamic revolution in 1979 caused a 

change in Iran’s identity and caused ontological insecurities for the region, especially Iran’s 

neighbors.  

    Iran’s Islamic government poses an identity risk for Saudi Arabia. Khomeini’s identity 

perception as the Wilayat Al Faqih, which means the “rule of the leading jurisprudent” was 

rooted in the idea that the Muslim world should eventually return to the “true and unique 

Islam” (Darwish, 2019). Not only that, but the Khomeini ideology was rooted in “spreading 

justice” in the Islamic world (Darwish, 2019). This ultimately affected the identities of other 

states and led to instability in the region. Moreover, the aggressive intentions of Iran are also 

imbedded in the Khomeini ideology since it distinguishes itself as the true leader of Islam. 

Darwish (2019) highlights that the very origins of the Iranian revolution ideology are pan-

Islamist. Moreover, the pan-Islamist discourse was portrayed with Iran’s support to several 

groups in other states such as: Hezbollah, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, and Hamas. The three 

groups are non-state military organizations that Saudi Arabia opposes. This portrays the 

expansionist intention of Iran across the region, as well as its offensive capabilities, even 

though they are not directly implemented by it.  
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    Neoclassical realists view threats in the systemic lens. The Iranian revolution affected the 

regional power balance in the Middle East. Throughout the Cold war, Saudi Arabia was 

threatened by the communist Soviet Union expansion, which ultimately trickled down to 

tensions with Egypt under Jamal Abdel Nasser. Hinnebusch (2003) highlights that Saudi 

Arabia perceived Abdel Nasser as a threat, due to his alliance with the Soviet Union and his 

Pan-Arab Nationalist approach. Not only that, but Saudi Arabia attempted to establish an 

alliance with Kingdom and the West against the Soviet-supporting camp in the Arab World. 

To add, Hinnebusch (2003) accounts Saudi Arabia’s perception of Egypt as a threat under 

Nasser due to both ideational and material forces.  

    Hence, Nasser became more threatening as his military resources were expanded, 

specifically after he sent troops to support the republican revolution in Yemen (Hinnebusch, 

2003; Dawisha, 1979). Since both Iran under Shah and Saudi Arabia perceived the Soviet 

expansion as a threat, they aligned together. Alharbi (2017) highlights that Saudi Arabia’s 

alignment with the Shah in Iran was rooted in its anti-communist efforts. In fact, Iran and 

Saudi Arabia were considered as pro-Western powers, known as the ‘twin pillars’ for their 

alignment with the United States. Hinnebusch (2003) relates Saudi Arabia’s alignment with 

the West to dependency. In other words, Saudi Arabia required Western protection in the 

context of the Cold War. Furthermore, this alignment was also rooted in the ideological rift 

between communism and Pan-Islamism. The communist threat trickled down to Saudi 

security through the Nasserist Pan-Arabism narrative. Saudi Arabia was concerned with any 

snowball effect on revolutionary attempts to topple the monarchy. However, the ideational 

force was not the only force influencing Saudi’s threat perception in the Cold War. Saudi 

Arabia was fighting a proxy war with Egypt in Yemen, which constitutes a material threat as 

well. The preceding example portrays how a regional power shift can constitute a threat to 

both physical and ontological security for a regional power. Following the Iranian revolution 
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in 1979, and the ascension of Khomeini as the Wali Al Faqih of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 

the Middle East underwent a shift in the relative power distribution in the region. A realist 

interpretation argues that a significant factor in this is the establishment of a Shiite theocratic 

regime, at a proximity to the Sunni-hegemon in the region – Saudi Arabia. The revolution also 

led to new socio-political conditions in society, which led to regional turmoil (Adisonmez, 

Onursal & Oztig, 2022). Darwish (2019) asserts that the regional power distribution after the 

Iranian revolution led Saudi Arabia to experience vagueness in what kind of threat Iran poses 

to it, directly. Furthermore, it is important to note that an obvious element in Saudi’s threat 

perceptions vis a vis Iran is geographical proximity, as Iran stands on the former’s Eastern 

neighbor cluster. Below is an excerpt of a public lecture by Prince Turki Al Faisal Al Saud, 

former head of Public Intelligence Department in Saudi Arabia and Ambassador of the 

Kingdom to USA in 2013, where he clearly outlines the Saudi perception of Iran as a threat 

and the key material forces driving it. Prince Al Saud said:  

“In addition to these differences, Saudi Arabia has two other concerns about Iran. First, it is in our interest 

that the Iranian leadership does not develop a nuclear weapon, for their doing so will make nuclear-arms 

proliferation in the Middle East the norm. I have suggested that the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 

members should carefully weigh all options, including acquiring a nuclear deterrent, if the Iranian 

leadership succeeds in building a nuclear weapon. This is why, through various initiatives, we are sending 

messages to them that it is their right, as it is any nation’s right, and as we ourselves are doing, to develop a 

civilian nuclear program, but that trying to parlay that program into nuclear weapons is a dead end, and that 

wiser choices will result in wider riches. A Zone Free of Weapons of Mass Destruction is the best means to 

get Iran and Israel to give up nuclear weapons. Such a zone must be accompanied by a rewards regime that 

provides economic and technical support for countries that join, plus a nuclear security umbrella guaranteed 

by the permanent members of the Security Council. It should include a sanctions regime that puts economic 

and political sanctions on countries that don’t join, plus military sanctions on those countries that try to 

develop weapons of mass destruction — also guaranteed by the permanent members of the Security 

Council.” - Turki Al Faisal bin Abdul Aziz Al Saud (p. 3, 2013). 
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foreign policy after the Arab uprisings is energy security, which corresponds to oil security 

and protecting the kingdom’s energy production. In other words, energy security is among 

Saudi Arabia’s internal security elements, and any threat to its energy capabilities is a threat 

to its national security. Moreover, threats to energy security are not only limited to physical 

threats, but also involve Saudi Arabia’s energy capabilities and production. It is important to 

highlight that Al Saud portrayed Islam to be “central” to this element of security. Despite 

energy security being measured by material forces, the inclusion of Islam in the perception of 

threat security portrays the intersection between material and ideational forces in threat 

perceptions. Al Saud (2013) has highlighted:  

 

“External Security and energy Security. External security involves our affairs with other nations; and 

energy security has less to do with simply defending oil fields and much more to do with our overall 

energy production policy as it is designed to maintain stable global energy markets; of course, in all 

these areas Islam is central.” (Al Saud, 2013, p.2) 

 

    Further understanding of these policies requires a deep dive into the threats influencing 

them. On February 12th, 2012, the minister of foreign affairs of the Kingdom addressed the 

Arab League to call on the adoption of decisive measures against Syria, and the statement 

included creating channels to communicate with the opposition and provide “all forms of 

support”. This meant providing support to the rebels (Blanga, 2017). Despite the support 

being directed directly to the Free Syrian Army through salaries and pensions, the Saudi 

support in advancing military capabilities of the opposition soon took a turn, where groups in 

the war zones were benefiting, indirectly, from the Saudi support and arms assistance 

(Blanga, 2017). As the Syrian civil war morphed into a protracted conflict involving multiple 

actors, radical Islamist movements became an imminent threat to Saudi Arabia. From mid-

2013 to 2014, the radical Islamist groups’ activities in Syria were at a peak, specifically 
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Jabhat Al Nusra and ISIS. Saudi Arabia attempted to combat both Islamic groups and the 

Assad regime. Saudi foreign minister Adel Al Jubeir claimed in 2016 that bringing Assad 

down means bringing ISIS down (Blanga, 2017). This is another manifestation of how Saudi 

Arabia perceived ISIS as a threat alongside Iran (represented by the Assad regime).  

    The rise of radical Islamist poses an internal threat to Saudi Arabia, as well. Throughout the 

Syrian war, Saudi Arabia faced several instances of radical Islam being spread within its 

borders as young men joined rebel groups in Syria. In 2014, 1,200 subjects in Saudi Arabia 

have joined the fighting in Syria. This prompted Saudi Arabia to enact stricter laws for men 

fighting in another country, declare ISIS and Al Nusra organizations as terrorists.  Not only 

that, but the emergence of ISIS poses an ideational threat to Saudi Arabia, challenging its 

Islamic approach and enacting attack on Saudi Soil (Hartmann, 2016). While ISIS’s aggregate 

power does not equate to that of Saudi Arabia, its expansionist tendencies pose an ideational 

and material threat. Its aggressive intentions are manifested in its quest to territorial control 

and establishing an Islamic caliphate.  

    Not only that, but ISIS also poses a material threat to Saudi Arabia given its geographical 

proximity and expansion to Syria and Iraq. ISIS also poses a material threat due to its 

offensive capabilities. From 2014 to 2016, ISIS carried out attacks in Saudi Arabia, including 

Riyadh, Qatif and Dammam. Attacks targeted mosques, some were Shiite mosques and other 

Sunni mosques. Notably, the July 2016 suicide bombing in Medina targeting the Prophet’s 

Mosque is one of the most alarming, given that the mosque is one of the sacred sites in Islam. 

One of the key elements in Saudi’s self-perception and ontological security is its identity 

rooted in protector of Islam and the two holy mosques. While this attack was a material threat 

to physical security, it also constitutes an ideational threat to ontological security.  

    Figure 2 below summarizes the ideational and material threats that radical Islamist groups, 

mainly ISIS, pose to Saudi Arabia based on Walt’s balance of threat theory. It shows that 
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the 2006 war in Lebanon, given that it is not close to it, and they do not share a border. As 

portrayed in the above analysis, Hezbollah stands to be one of the proxy groups that Iran 

backs in the region. Given its military participation in Syria to back the Assad government, 

Hezbollah has advanced Iran’s offensive capabilities and upscaled its aggregate power and 

aggressive intentions. Hezbollah stands to be a manifestation of Iranian expansionist 

intentions in the region. Moreover, the analysis shows that while Hezbollah stands to be a 

material threat to Saudi Arabia, it also posits an ideational threat to it in context of the 2011 

Syrian war. External threats driven by ideational forces include Iran’s positioning as the 

leader of the Shiites and opposer of the West-allied Islam. 
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material and ideational forces determined foreign policy. It sought to answer what kind of 

relationship exists between ideational and material forces, and whether they should be 

considered mutually exclusive or could overlap at times. Identities can threaten state security 

and cause domestic instabilities, and regimes tend to balance against ideological threats as 

well (Rubin, 2014; Gause, 2014). The following chapter emphasizes ontological security and 

ideational threats to Saudi Arabia and examines how both factors came to be. Moreover, it 

seeks to explore the sources of Saudi Arabian legitimacy in its foreign policy in the Syrian 

war.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SAUDI LEGITIMACY IN FOREIGN POLICY 
CHOICES  

 

    While IR schools of thought agree that identity does matter in state-relations, how it 

influences state behavior is debatable. The preceding chapter portrayed the geopolitical 

significance of Saudi Arabia, its foreign policies in the region, and the material and ideational 

threats influencing its behavior. Nevertheless, material and ideational threats are factors that 

interact, and their interaction explains Saudi Arabia’s foreign policies. Not only that, but a 

comprehensive understanding of how they interact requires contextualizing them along Saudi 

physical and ontological security. An interplay between material and ideational forces on one 

hand, and physical and ontological security on the other vis a vis the Syrian war was found. 

Moreover, an overview of how ideational forces influence Saudi threat perceptions was 

outlined. However, it is vital to observe why ideational forces influence Saudi threat 

perceptions, and why they are significant in Saudi Arabia’s ontological security. Mitzen 

(2006) asserts that states need to maintain their ontological security. In addition, ontological 

security is tied to how a state views itself, and how it views itself as opposed to the “Other” 

(Darwish, 2019). In other words, Saudi Arabia’s ontological security is rooted in how it views 

itself as a state, and what identity governs how it positions itself in the realm of international 

relations. Saudi Arabia’s identity narrative is directly linked to its survival, since it plays an 

important role in its formation, its survival, and its rise to power in the region. To understand 

how Saudi Arabia’s identity narrative is challenged in the Syrian war, this chapter will tap 

into what constitutes Saudi Arabia’s identity, how ideational forces in the Syrian war 

threatened Saudi legitimacy.  
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4.1 State Formation and Saudi Identity Narrative  

    It is obvious that the role of Saudi Arabia in the Middle East is a significant one, where it 

stands to be one of the major regional powers – whether a status quo one or not. Nevertheless, 

the role it plays has garnered significance across history through its foreign policies vis a vis 

other states in the Middle East. In other words, the foreign policies implemented by Saudi 

Arabia contribute to the significant role it plays today. Hinnebusch (2003) links the notion of 

the state role to its identity by highlighting that policy making is not only a rational function, 

but rather a function that involves identities, interests, and threats. These factors are 

constructed, adhering to the approach that combines both neorealist and constructivist 

assumptions on how foreign policymaking is done. Moreover, Hinnebusch (2003) defines the 

role of the state as “a durable tradition rooted in identity that defines orientations toward 

neighbours” and “great powers” and “the state system”, where “state/regime formation” is a 

pivotal element in determining that role (p.93). As one of the few Middle Eastern states whose 

experience in state formation was held by natives and has not witnessed any form of 

colonialism (Hinnebusch, 2003). The Al Saud clan, mobilizing militarily with the Wahhabi 

Islamic movement and tribal powers, has founded the Kingdom. Preuschaft (2016) asserts that 

the alliance between” Muhammad bin Saud, the Al Saud tribe leader, and religious leader 

Muhammad bin Abdul-Wahhab” dates to the mid-eighteenth century, which denotes the 

manifestation of the vow to “re-establish the purity of Islam'' and “unify the Arabian 

Peninsula” under Islamic rule (p.18). Wahhabism is the ideology originating from the 

teaching of Muhammad bin Abdul-Wahhab. Later, Wahhabism became an instrumental factor 

in uniting the Al Saud Clan with other tribes in the Arabian Peninsula. The Islamic element 

has been significant in Saudi Arabia’s identity narrative since its formation. Dating back to 

the 1930’s and following the Al Saudi-Wahhabi dynamic that helped coin the bases of the 
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Kingdom, external powers intervened to try to check off the militant wing of the Wahhabis. 

Hinnebusch (2003) highlights that the reason behind the Saudi-West beneficial relationship 

was how secure enough was the latter in its Islamic identity. This distinguished it from other 

states in the region. Subotic (2016) claims that state narratives are constructed over time by 

the effect of leaders, elite groups, educational movements, and pop culture. Eventually, the 

social masses will accept the constructed narrative and take it as their own. Social factors 

contribute to Saudi legitimacy, including the Saudi religious establishment, mainly 

constituting descendants of the founder of Wahhabism, Mohammad Ibn Abd Al Wahhab. The 

religious establishment is called the Ulama (which is attributed to a group in society with 

extensive religious knowledge), and their importance is rooted in their potential to influence 

foreign policy through a fatwa, or a religious decision regarding any issue they may deem 

sensitive (Karim, 2017). The ideology of Wahhabism gives leverage to the ulama to either 

support or dismiss a government decision, an act that gives Saudi Arabia its legitimacy or 

takes it away. Moreover, Hinnebusch (2003) reaffirms the notion as he describes the Saudi 

Arabian legitimacy as one rooted in the support it garners from the tribal elite, of which are 

the ulama. Nevertheless, Gause (2014) asserts that the influence of the religious establishment 

does not have a decisive voice in Saudi policymaking. Saudi leaders also constitute a key 

element on Saudi legitimacy. Preuschaft (2016) asserts that Saudi leaders used religion to 

legitimize their role, since they perceive themselves as defenders of Islam.  How is the Al 

Saud-Wahhabi relationship vital to the Kingdom’s legitimacy? Since that relationship was the 

bases of which the Kingdom was found, it became a pillar in the regime identity, where Saudi 

Arabia wouldn’t have “existed” had that relationship not existed (Al-Rasheed, 2006). 

However, Islam was not the only element that contributed to Saudi’s legitimacy. The ruling of 

the Al Saud family is a main source of Saudi legitimacy, alongside its oil rent economy, 
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which is its economic stronghold. Yet, this section highlights the ideational force in 

ontological security for analytical purposes.  

    In this context, Saudi regime identity does not equate national identity, but rather represents 

the identity of which those in power, who are also those who founded the Kingdom. This is 

related to the lack of colonial legacy in the formation experience of Saudi Arabia. Hence, a 

national identity did not base the formation of Saudi Arabia (Hinnebsuch, 2003; Darwish, 

2019). Since its formation, Islam has been the base of Saudi Arabia regime identity. Saudi 

Arabia positioned itself as the leader of the Islamic world, and home to Islam’s most sacred 

cities, Mecca and Medina. In fact, King Fahd adopted the title of “Custodian as the Two Holy 

Mosques” to emphasize its Islamic rulership and pan-Islamic characteristic across the Islamic 

world. The Islamic identity distinguished it from the wave of pan-Arab ideologies at the time. 

Instead, Saudi Arabia emphasized the notion of pan-Islamic nation, where it viewed itself as 

the wing under which the Islamic nations gather along. Sindi (1986) highlights that the pan-

Islamic nation is the core of Saudi regime identity. A leverage to that identity is that it was the 

only Arab monarchy that ruled by the Shari’a law, which is the Islamic rule of law. King 

Faisal took various measures to foster Saudi Arabia's pan-Islamic identity. One example is the 

establishment of the Organization of Islamic Conference and the Muslim World League and 

providing support to various Islamic movements. These initiatives played a pivotal role in 

promoting and strengthening Saudi Arabia's identity as a leading advocate of Islamic causes 

and fostering unity among Muslim nations. 

 

4.2 The Case of Iran  

   Saudi Arabia’s legitimacy stems from its Islamic identity, which presents it as a power in 

the region and legitimizes its behavior with other states. Not only that, but the kind of 

relationship the Saudi regime has with its elites such as the ulama and the traditional tribes 
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also contributes to its legitimacy. Moreover, the ideational sources of Saudi legitimacy are 

key factors in maintaining its regime stability and ultimately its ontological security. As a 

monarchy that represents true Islam around the world, Saudi Arabia’s identity narrative 

legitimizes its power, but also represents a source of vulnerability to it. Any other state that 

emerges by a ruler by the Shari’a (the Islamic rule of law) poses an ideational threat to Saudi 

Arabia’s ontological security. Not only that, but a contending ideology at the time was the 

Arab secular nationalist ideology, mostly adopted by Abdel Nasser during the 1950s and 

1960s.  

    In 1979, the Islamic revolution in Iran took the nation by storm, eventually leading to the 

fall of the Shah monarchy and the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran. As another 

nation ruling by Shari’a law and positioning itself as another Muslim leader, an imminent 

ideational threat to Saudi legitimacy emerged. Prior to the revolution, the Kingdom’s 

perception of Iran under Shah was that it is a nation that emphasizes Iranian nationalism and 

liberal Western values (Darwish, 2019; Moghaddam, 2006). In addition, the Shah recognizes 

the Saudi identity narrative as a pan-Islamic nation. The fall of the Shah represented a hit to 

the regional stability that Saudi Arabia has long tried to maintain. Not only did the Shah 

represent a friendly nation to the Kingdom, but it also had no threat to its legitimacy as a 

status-quo pan-Islamic power. However, the Islamic revolution turned the tables regarding the 

self-other dynamic between Iran and Saudi Arabia. With Islam as the essence of post-

revolution Iran, Iranian nationalism was no longer an identity narrative. Buchta (2002) 

highlights that the revolution in Iran also adopted a pan-Islamic narrative, called on solidarity 

among Muslims, and restrained the nationalist identity. Moreover, Iran positioned itself as the 

leader of the Islamic world and the representative of the resistant approach to the Israeli 

occupation of Palestine. Not only did it increase financial support to Hamas (opposed by 

Saudi Arabia), but also to Hezbollah in Lebanon (also opposed by Saudi Arabia). In addition, 
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Khomeini has essentialized the notion that the Arab Islamic monarchies adopt “American 

Islam”, and that the Islamic revolution’s call for Islam is an anti-imperialist approach 

(Hinnebusch, 2003). This poses a threat to countries with Shiite minorities.  In November 

1979, the eastern province in Saudi Arabia witnessed a a group of Shiites protesting. 

Furthermore, the notion of Iran’s exporting of the revolution trickled down to Saudi Arabia’s 

internal security. However, the extent to which the Iranian Islamic ideology was supported by 

some religious clerics in Saudi Arabia is limited. Yet in Syria, Hinnebusch (2003) adds that 

Iran was able to benefit from its alliance with Assad and spread revolutionary guards in 

Lebanon and upscale its confrontation of Israel (Hunter, 1987; Ramazani, 1986).  

    The increased influence of Iran until the 2011 Syrian war only exacerbated the self-other 

dynamic between it and the Kingdom. Saudi Arabia did not build a coalition against Iran. The 

GCC cannot be considered a successful example of any coalition against Iran since it could 

not adopt a unified position against the US-Iranian nuclear agreement in 2013. Saudi Arabia 

and Bahrain were the only two states who did not approve of the agreement. Moreover, Saudi 

Arabia sought to adopt the Sunni-leader of the region narrative with the rise of Iranian 

influence in the region. This caused a changed in the self-other perception from one that 

entails a similarity of ideologies to two distinct ideologies.  

    The Assad regime, mainly following the succession of Bashar Assad to the Baathist rule in 

Syria, holds a contending regime identity to that of Saudi Arabia. Assad’s close ties to Iran is 

rooted in advancing the Shiite Crescent that spreads from Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq. Not only 

that, but the Alawite minority dominating the Baathist rule is viewed as the ‘other’ by Saudi 

Arabia. This is not particularly related to the Sunni-Shiite sectarian divide, since this thesis 

does not adopt primordialism as a root for its analysis. But the shift in Saudi Arabia’s self-

perception following the Iranian revolution from pan-Islamist to Sunni-Islamist only 

contributes to a further ideological divide.  
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4.3 The Case of Radical Islamist Groups  

    Since its formation, Saudi Arabia has adopted an Islamic, moderate approach in its foreign 

policy. Even more, after 9/11, Saudi Arabia was invested in advancing its Sunni-Islam 

moderate characteristic. Preuschaft (2016) recalls the King Abdulaziz Centre for National 

Dialogue, which is a state institution established to assert the true Islam character of Saudi 

Arabia and act as a “counter narrative” to hatred and violence used by terrorist groups (p. 22). 

The initiative introduced by King Abdullah at the time marked a significant turning point in 

Saudi Arabia's approach to inter-faith relations. King Abdullah, recognizing the importance of 

promoting tolerance and understanding among different religious communities, led various 

inter-faith initiatives. Among them, he met with the Pope and convened numerous inter-faith 

conferences, signaling the Kingdom’s willingness to engage with the international community 

on matters of religious coexistence. As a result, King Abdullah's role as a tolerant Islamic 

leader became a vital factor in shaping Saudi Arabian threat perceptions. 

    The Syrian war erupted in 2011, further exacerbating the Sunni-Shiite divide in the region. 

Not only deepening sectarian divisions, the Syrian war also catalyzed the spread of radical 

Islamist ideologies. As the war evolved into a protracted and complex multi-faceted conflict, 

it drew in multiple state and non-state actors, entangling the Middle East in a web of 

geopolitical rivalries and alliances. 

    Amidst the chaos of the Syrian war, a wave of radical Islamist groups gained momentum, 

with ISIS emerging as one of the most formidable forces. The rise of ISIS sent shockwaves 

across the Levant and beyond. ISIS proclaimed itself as the embodiment of the purest form of 

Islam, advocating for the establishment of a caliphate that would stretch its influence 

throughout the region. The group's ambitions represented a direct challenge to region’s 
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stability and security. The Syrian war and the emergence of radical Islamist groups in the 

Levant presented a complex and evolving threat landscape for Saudi Arabia. The kingdom 

found itself grappling with both internal and external security challenges, navigating the 

delicate balance between regional interests and global pressures. Despite the Saudi support to 

opposition groups against Assad, essentially in aims of undermining the Assad-Iranian 

alliance, other actors became involved as Syria attracted a wide range of fighters. ISIS’ 

expansionist tendencies threatened one core element of Saudi regime identity, which is the 

status-quo power characteristic it has tried to maintain for years. The rise of ISIS, and its 

spread across the Levant, threatens the regional stability, and eventually caused chaos amidst 

Saudi Arabia’s stabilizing attempts. Among the fighters joining ISIS were Saudi Arabians. 

This posed a major threat to Saudi’s self-perception, and ultimately put its legitimacy at stake 

because this could cause blowback for Saudi’s internal security. In response, Saudi Arabia has 

adopted strict measures against anyone who joins a foreign country to fight. Moreover, the 

Grand Mufti Sheikh Abdul Aziz Alsheikh asked Saudis to refrain from fighting in Syria 

(Preuschaft, 2016).  

    Saudi Arabia suggested partaking in an international military coalition against ISIS. In 

2014, Saudi Arabia joined the Global Coalition against Daesh, an 86-member coalition 

aiming at the elimination of ISIS’ threat (The Global Coalition Against Daesh, na). In other 

words, Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy at the time was rooted in two goals: undermine Assad, 

the biggest ally to Iran in the region, and combat the radical Islamist groups, mainly ISIS. 

Darwish (2019) highlights that the Saudi policies in the Syrian crisis failed to properly 

mitigate the threat of empowered radical groups, including ISIS. However, Saudi Arabia’s 

shift to a more aggressive, clear foreign policy against radical Islamists by joining the Global 

Coalition against Daesh, while reaffirming its moderate-Islamist approach, managed to 

mitigate the ideational and physical threats to its security.  
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4.4 Framing and reframing of identity narratives  

    States’ self-perception has to do with how they perceive their uniqueness from other states. 

Darwish asserts that when states experience disturbances in the self-perception vis a vis the 

others, their own identity is affected. Moreover, foreign policy scholars suggest that a view of 

one state of the “other” is based on relative power, threats, opportunities, and perceived 

culture (Herrman, 2013; Hermann et al., 1997). Constructivist scholars provide a dimension 

of similarity to what constitutes a threat to one’s self-perception and ontological securities. 

This means that states self-perception is not only threatened when a state with an opposing 

identity or ideology challenges them, but also when actors with similar identity narratives 

emerge (Darwish, 2019; Currie, 2004). Darwish (2019) highlights that while schools of 

thought in IR perceive the convergence of ideologies as sources of cooperation, it could also 

lead to conflict (Barnett, 1998; Lynch 1999; Kaye, 2013). When this happens, states resort to 

the framing and reframing of their identity narrative to combat any ideational threat. In other 

words, state respond to threats to their ontological security by reframing their own identity or 

counter-framing others’ identity. Darwish applies this notion to Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy 

vis a vis Iran. The pan-Islamist narrative that constitute the Saudi regime identity no longer 

legitimized it in the face of a counter pan-Islamist narrative. This is mainly due to the fact that 

pan-Islamist represented a source of uniqueness and distinctiveness for Saudi Arabia, and the 

emergence of a similar ideology carrying the same ideological raison d’être no longer makes 

the Kingdom distinct. At the same time, the Iranian revolution ideology, complemented by the 

Wilayat Al Faqih notion (that rule of the leading jurisprudent is temporary until the 12th Imam 

Al Mahdi in the Shiite belief appears), intensified its influence through its proxy groups in 

Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. Thus, a sectarian drive of distinctiveness emerged, where Saudi 

Arabia adopted a Sunni approach to legitimize its regime identity. Amidst the similarity 

between both pan-Islamist ideologies, it became obvious that the only different element was 
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the sectarian one (Sunni vs Shiite). Iran, hence, became the Shiite ‘other’ (Darwish, 2019). 

Subotic argues that narratives are framed by states in order to reach political ends, which 

means state create new frames in their narrative as they take political actions. From a 

constructivist point of view, regime identity is constructed, which means it changes over time. 

Subotic (2016) asserts that narratives change as states interact with other states, regional 

orders change, and new experiences emerge. However, Subotic (2016) also adds that the 

change could be partial, where states emphasize one aspect of their identity and disregard 

other aspects. This could be explained by how the Saudi regime identity was altered to protect 

its ontological security, and in return maintain its legitimacy vis a vis the Iranian revolution. 

Saudi Arabia wanted a distinguishing element that could also legitimize its positions against 

Assad in the Syrian war, which is embedded in undermining Iranian influence in one of the 

most strategic states in the Middle East. Moreover, the Saudi regime identity was reframed 

once again with the rise of radical Islamist groups that stretched the notion of Sunni Islam and 

incorporated fundamentalist and terrorist elements. This goes against Saudi Arabia’s self-

perception as the Sunni moderate leader in the region. The Kingdom is known for its long 

history of mediation, rooted in its goal to maintain stability, whether during the pan-Islamist 

narrative era, or Sunni-hegemon narrative era. Any fundamentalist, radical narrative that 

emerges in the name of Sunni Islam challenges the Saudi regime narrative, which is being a 

Sunni moderate leader in the MENA. Both ontological security threats, Iran and radical 

Islamist groups, have also posed physical threats to Saudi Arabia. Of them were internal and 

external threats, and other were direct or indirect. Hence, an overlap between sources of 

legitimacy and the material and ideational forces also exists. Moreover, an intersection 

between physical and ontological security also exists vis a vis Saudi self-perception.  

    Understanding the sources of Saudi legitimacy contributes to a clearer analysis of Saudi 

foreign policy in the region, in general, and the Syrian war in specific. As this thesis 
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attempted to typologize the forces influencing Saudi Arabia’s threat perceptions, 

understanding why threats are considered as such for the Kingdom requires a deeper look into 

what makes it ‘be’. In other words, the raison d’être of Saudi Arabia is the source of its 

legitimacy. This chapter managed to provide an overview of these sources and contextualize 

them within the context of the Syrian war. The analysis was successful in exploring the 

overlap of different variables: ideational similarities and ideational threats to ontological 

security of the Kingdom. In addition, the intersection between material and ideational forces 

was also observed when identifying the Saudi sources of legitimacy. Hence, it contributed to 

understanding what relationship exists between the material and ideational forces when it 

comes to Saudi Arabia’s ontological security. Given the scope of focus of this thesis, the 

analysis of this chapter contributes to understanding how Saudi Arabia tackled two competing 

goals: undermining Iranian influence while combatting radical Islamist groups in Syria. The 

following chapter wraps up the argument by answering one key question: what kind of 

balancing did Saudi Arabia apply in the Syrian war to address its threat perceptions?  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION 
 
 
       In this thesis, the drivers of Saudi foreign policy in the Middle East, and specifically in 

the 2011 Syrian war, have been examined. Further, the thesis explored the material and 

ideational forces influencing Saudi Arabia’s threat perceptions, how they were manifested in 

the Syrian war, and the relationship between them. Moreover, it reflected on the sources of 

legitimacy for Saudi Arabia and explored how they influenced its foreign policy in the 2011 

Syrian war. Through applying the neoclassical realist framework in analyzing the Saudi 

geopolitical significance in the Middle East, and the Balance of Threat theory by Stephen 

Walt, this thesis identified what kind of threats to Saudi physical and ontological security 

were manifested in the 2011 Syrian war. A historical overview of the Kingdom’s behavior as 

a regional power was necessary to understand what drives it to maintain the regional status-

quo. Not only did the historic overview show the trends in Saudi foreign policy in the region, 

but it also contributed to understanding how the Kingdom responded to both material and 

ideational threats to its physical and ontological security.  

    Through the neoclassical realist and balance of threat approaches, the thesis revealed an 

interplay between material and ideational forces. An interplay was also found between these 

two distinct forces and Saudi physical and ontological security. This means that material and 

ideational forces can occur simultaneously and intersect with their influence on both Saudi 

physical and ontological security.  In addition, exploring the ideational threats to Saudi 

security allowed to examine what constitutes Saudi legitimacy and regime identity.  

    As the richest oil country in the Middle East, and one that positions itself as the “Custodian 

of the Two Holy Mosques” and “leader of the Islamic world”, Saudi Arabia’s motive to 

protect its physical and ontological security requires it to respond to material and ideational 
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threats. As a status quo power, Saudi Arabia sought to contain the threats against stability 

(Hinnebusch, 2003), oftentimes through its mediation initiatives. Positioning itself as the 

region’s leading mediators, Saudi Arabia maintained its role as the region’s “coordinator” 

(Kamrava, 2013, p. 19). Be it throughout its mediation to bring back ties between Jordan and 

Syria in 1985, the 1989 Taif Accords that brought fifteen years of the Lebanese Civil War to 

an end, or the 2002 Prince Abdullah's Initiatives to solve the Arab Israeli conflict, Saudi 

Arabia sought to contain the threats against stability (Kamrava, 2013; Hinnebusch, 2003). In 

addition, it succeeded to bring conflicting parties to negotiate.  

    One cannot analyze Saudi foreign policy without considering the Islamic factor. Not only 

does Islam constitute the main ideational force that influences Saudi foreign policy, but it also 

makes up a main source for its legitimacy and regime identity. In other words, it also 

legitimizes Saudi Arabian foreign policy behaviors in relation to other states. However, one 

cannot argue that Islam is the only factor that influences Saudi behavior. Throughout the Cold 

War, Saudi Arabia resorted to balancing against Egypt in Nasser to tackle the communist 

threat on one hand, and the pan-Arabism threat on the other. Its inclination to maintain its 

ontological and physical security required it to align with the Shah in Iran. Moreover, when 

faced with the Islamic revolution in Iran, Saudi Arabia found itself amidst a geopolitical shift, 

a challenge to its regime identity, and a possible material threat. With another interplay 

between material and ideational forces, Saudi Arabia resorted to a more aggressive foreign 

policy towards Iran, where pan-Islamism was no longer a dominating regime identity. The 

radical Islamist groups challenged Saudi Arabia’s regime identity in the eyes of the 

international community. With the radical Islamists expanding in the region, positioning 

themselves as ruling according to the Sunni-Islam ideology, Saudi Arabia found itself in a 

quandary of distinguishing its Wahhabi identity from the radical Sunni ideology. Saudi 
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Arabia’s offensive realist approaches towards these threats were manifested in the Syrian war, 

where the ideational force was still present, and the material force grew in influence.  

    Kamrava (2013) asserts that Saudi Arabia perceives notions of security and stability in 

relation to its Western allies, therefore supporting West-aligned actors. Moreover, it seeks to 

protect its security against internal and external threats, undermining Iranian influence in the 

Levant and the Gulf and minimizing tensions between Arab states. Saudi Arabia views Iran as 

a threat to its physical and ontological security. Iran is viewed as a threat due to both by both 

material and ideational factors. These threats were manifested in the 2011 Syrian war.  

    Bashar Assad is Iran’s closest ally in the region, which ultimately led the Kingdom to take 

a stance against him and delegitimize him. Moreover, Iran’s growing military capabilities, 

large population, proximity to Saudi Arabia, its nuclear program, and its intentions to expand 

in one of the most strategic locations in the Middle East, pose material threats to the 

Kingdom. As for the ideational forces, Iran’s identity narrative rooted in the Wilayat Al Faqih 

doctrine challenges Saudi Arabia’s ontological security, since Iran presents itself another 

Islamic leader in the region. In response, the Saudi Kingdom’s regime identity has been 

reframed, where what began as a pan-Islamic competition between two oil-rich states became 

a manifestation of a communitarian Sunni-Shiite conflict in the region. The ideational threat 

trickles down to Saudi Arabia’s internal security, given that its Eastern province is home to 

the Saudi Shiite minority. Not only that, but Iran’s support to multiple proxy groups across the 

region poses a material and ideational threat to the Kingdom by giving military leverage to 

Iran in Syria. Iran supports Hezbollah in Lebanon and sponsored its fighting in Syria. Its 

support to Hezbollah has been clear since the latter’s inception, mainly rooted in the shared 

Shiite Wilayat Al Faqih ideology. Ultimately, Saudi foreign policy in the Syrian war aimed to 

undermine Iranian influence in the region and its aggravated intervention in Syria.   
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    Second, the kingdom had to combat the radical Islamist groups, mainly ISIS, to protect its 

internal and external security. Despite its opposition to the Assad government and support to 

the opposition factions, the growing mobilization of radical Islamist groups became 

threatening to Saudi physical and ontological security. First, the increased funding for ISIS 

eventually led to largening the group’s military capabilities. These offensive capabilities 

eventually reached Saudi soil, mainly when ISIS attacked the Kingdom’s mosques in Riyadh, 

Dammam and Qatif. Not only does this widens the material force in Saudi threat perception, 

but it also means that ISIS’ expansion got closer to the Kingdom’s territory. Moreover, ISIS 

positions itself as another ‘leader’ for the Islamic world and aims to establish a caliphate 

across the region. The claim came after ISIS had reached Western areas in Iraq in 2014, 

declaring the establishment of a caliphate that recognizes citizenship based on Islam and 

spreads across the world (Bunzel, 2015). Hence, ISIS represents an ideational threat to Saudi 

Arabia’s moderate-Sunni-Wahhabi regime identity. Then, the ideational threat widened 

further when Saudi citizens were joining the fighting in Syria alongside radical Islamist 

groups. To respond, Saudi Arabia took decisive steps in combating radical Islamist groups 

and fought terrorists as part of a global coalition. Not only that, but it also took internal 

measures to enact laws against any Saudi citizen that joins the fighting in a foreign country.  

    The aforementioned threats are not isolated from each other. Indeed, there is an interplay 

between the material and ideational threats to Saudi physical and ontological security. What 

constitutes a material threat not only threatens Saudi’s physical security but could also 

threaten its ontological security. Furthermore, an ideational threat can also target Saudi’s 

physical security. As a result, Saudi foreign policy in the Syrian war had to balance between 

the material and ideational forces to protect its physical and ontological security.  

    The coherence of Saudi foreign policy is rooted in how it managed to prioritize and balance 

between two conflicting goals: undermining Iranian influence and combating radical Islamist 
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groups in Syria. The analysis showed that when phased with competing tensions, Saudi 

Arabia resorted balance between them. In other words, while seeking to undermine Iranian 

influence, Saudi Arabia combatted radical Islamist groups. Saudi Arabia’s position at the start 

of the Syrian war was to oppose Assad at all costs. However, with the radical Islamist threat 

increasing, Saudi Arabia had to prioritize and act in pragmatism. Before the radical Islamist 

threat, Saudi Arabia saw an opportunity and a benefit in desecularizing Syria and limiting 

Iranian’s influence. One limitation to this thesis is that it focuses on the Saudi foreign policy 

vis a vis regional threat. It does not take into consideration the shifts taking place on an 

international level. The balancing cannot be seen in isolation to the international political 

developments nor the regional ones, like the war in Yemen. Furthermore, Russia became 

heavily involved in the conflict in support of Assad, and Saudi Arabia had no intention to get 

in conflict with a major power. Moreover, as the conflict protracted, Saudi Arabia’s efforts to 

support the Free Syrian Army decreased. The Kingdom realized that it is almost impossible 

for the Free Syrian Army to represent the opposition and topple Assad.  

    With this careful balancing, the Saudi Kingdom applied a yo-yo foreign policy throughout 

different stages of the Syrian war. Rich and Moore-Gilbert (2019) assert that since 2015, the 

Saudi Kingdom has portrayed more offensive realist tactics in its foreign policy, where it had 

traditionally followed a careful defensive approach towards Syria prior to 2015. Offensive 

realism argues that states should be in a constant state of hoarding power, where security 

never reaches a stable and sufficient state; this means the state would follow foreign policies 

that maximize its power, increase its chances to hegemony and face its rivals (Rich & Moore-

Gilbert, 2019). Not only that, but the international anarchy poses a responsibility on states to 

act to protect their security. Moreover, offensive realism emphasizes the role of domestic 

factors in influencing foreign policy, whereas defensive realism emphasizes the role of the 

system in which a state operates in (Rose, 1998). On the contrary of offensive realism, 
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defensive realists claim that security is not a scarce element, and that states maintain their 

security through relaxed attempts. For defensive realists, this is mainly due to the scarcity of 

external threats. Hence, states resort to balance against their threats rather than take 

preemptive measures (Rose).  

    After a decade from a complete halt to their diplomatic relationship, Saudi Arabia and Syria 

have reconnected. On 9 May 2023, the Saudi Foreign Minister declared that the Kingdom 

would reopen its diplomatic mission in Syria (Reuters, 2023). The minister asserted that this 

move would only contribute to the region’s security and stability. The decision came after a 

deal between Saudi Arabia, and its 4-decades-old rival, Iran. The deal was sponsored by 

China and led to the 10 March 2023 declaration of resuming diplomatic missions in the two 

states’ capitals after they had stopped 7 years ago. The agreement was trilateral, where Iran 

and Saudi Arabia had met in Beijing for 5 days before its finalization. The rapprochement 

between both states represents a geopolitical shift, where two rival states who perceived each 

other as threats to internal and external security have concluded a deal on security, trade, 

investment, technology, and culture.  

    Nevertheless, what remains unexamined is what role do the ideational and material factors, 

which drove threats to Saudi ontological and physical security in the Syrian war, play in the 

latest rapprochement? With the ideational forces left unaltered, the regional changes, 

represented by the resumption of Arab relations with Syria and an increased Chinese soft 

intervention in Arab affairs, have affected the material forces that once posed a threat to Saudi 

physical security. The decline in the radical Islamist's influence and territorial expansion in 

the region brought attention to the Saudi Kingdom that an offensive realist approach is no 

longer tenable. Hence, the changing dynamics on the ground underscored the need for a 

reassessment of Saudi Arabia's approach, as the effectiveness of previous tactics has 

diminished considering the evolving security landscape. 
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    With the decline of the radical Islamist threat, three years into the ceasefire in Syria, and a 

truce in Yemen, the region is no longer at a climax of conflict. With that, shifting into a 

defensive realist approach in 2023 is only within the Saudi yo-yo foreign policy trend. 

However, it is important to note that the rapprochement between the two once-rival states 

does not necessarily mean that the threat perceptions no longer exist. Fraihat (2020) highlights 

that rapprochement represents a behavior that decreases the extent of hostility, de-escalates, 

and agrees to “co-existing” while realizing continuing differences (p.15). In this context, it 

only means that the foreign policy behavior has changed, which does not equate a change in 

the forces influencing threat perceptions.  

     Balancing entails allying with other states against a threat, while band-wagoning entails 

allying with the threat itself (Walt, 1987). With the latest deal between Saudi and Iran, it is 

obvious that the Saudi foreign policy choice is far from balancing, though it cannot be clear 

whether the Kingdom follows a band-wagoning approach yet. For Saudi Arabia, it seems that 

the choices were either accept Iran’s growing influence and offensive capabilities that are 

largely supported by China and Russia, or agree to a China-brokered deal that could bring 

back the status-quo in the MENA. In sum, it seems that Saudi Arabia rather reverted to its 

historic role as a rich, moderate-Islamic regional power that projects its aim to ensure stability 

and security through a foreign policy that fosters cooperation, mediation, and coordination.  
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