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ABSTRACT

The Middle East policy of the countries in this region are often explained
within the framework of regional and international variables; but the
internal dynamics not only affect the regional policies, even they can
also shape the regional strategy of the countries. Nevertheless, research
on how domestic drivers affect regional politics is limited. The main
purpose of this qualitative research is to explain how internal dynamics
affected Saudi Arabia’s Middle East policy during the years 2011 to
2019. The data were collected through documentary studies and
analyzed using the diversionary theory of foreign policy. This research
revealed that legitimacy deficit, power transition, and increasing anxiety
arising from the domestic consequences of the Arab Spring were
influential in the formation of diversionary motives of Saudi Arabia to
enter into regional conflicts or escalate conflicts and geopolitical
rivalries during the aforementioned period. This study suggests that
strengthening ‘good governance’ is a vital component in mitigating
regional conflicts and fostering peace and stability; from this
perspective, Saudi Arabia’s ‘focus’ on reform strategy, particularly
economic development programs from 2019 onwards, has led to a
considerable adjustment to the Saudi geopolitical rivalries, the alteration
of its regional strategy to some extent and consequently, a sharp
reduction in its diversionary motives to engage in regional conflicts.
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1. Introduction

This research aims to examine the impact of domestic dynamics on Saudi Arabia’s
regional policies in the Middle East from 2011 to 2019. The Middle Eastern policies
of the countries in this region, including Saudi Arabia, are often analyzed within the
framework of regional-international variables and theories of international relations;
but domestic dynamics and drivers not only influence the regional policy, they can
also determine the regional strategy of the governments. Therefore, this study
attempts to scrutinize the knowledge and theoretical gaps in the analysis of Riyadh’s
regional policy and the geopolitical rivalries between Iran and Saudi Arabia,
constructed of an ‘inside-out’ angle. Exploring Saudi Arabia’s Middle Eastern policy
from an ‘inside-out’ perspective is not incompatible with the international relations
theories, but in a way seeks to complement them by expounding the role of domestic
variables often overlooked in these theoretical frameworks. Geopolitical and
ideological rivalries in the region should also be examined from the perspective of
domestic politics and the sphere. The most significant domestic factors affecting
Saudi foreign policy examined in this article include the legitimacy deficit caused by
traditional, political and modern challenges; anxiety arising from the internal
consequences of the Arab Spring - both as existential threats - and power transition.

2. Theoretical Framework

This study employed “diversionary theory of foreign policy” also known as
“diversionary theory” to analyze Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy in the Middle East,
focusing on internal drivers and domestic politics from 2011 to 2019. According to
the diversionary theory of foreign policy as a key foreign policy analysis (FPA)
approach, regimes facing internal challenges or undergoing consolidation during
transitional period may engage in crises or escalate existing conflicts or resort to
other less costly and risky alternatives such as the threat to use force instead of using
force, escalatory discourse or economic sanctions by other countries to divert
attention from domestic issues to foreign affairs, albeit only temporarily. Under these
circumstances, diplomatic hostility or the use of force typically is amplified at levels
greater than what might be expected. The theory posits that “contextual conditions”
including regime type (with authoritarian states being more prone to engage in
external crises or escalate conflicts), enduring rivalries, and contested issues,
particularly territorial disputes among neighbors facilitate the diversionary use of
force.
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3. Methodology

This study is a qualitative research utilizing a qualitative case study approach and a
deductive research strategy. The data were collected through documentary research
and they were gathered from valid sources, including books, scholarly articles,
reports from non-governmental organizations, analyses by prominent researchers
and international statistics. The data were analyzed using the diversionary theory of
foreign policy to understand how domestic variables influenced Saudi Arabia’s
regional policies from 2011 to 2019.

4. Results & Discussion

The findings revealed that the domestic dynamics are one of the factors that shape
governments’ foreign policy and even in some cases, the internal components as the
main factor shape their foreign policy approach. On the other hand, foreign policy
also affects domestic politics and dynamics. Internal drivers in relation to the
legitimacy of the political system influence adoptions in the field of foreign policy
and the adoptions in the arena of foreign policy also affect domestic politics and
legitimize the political system. Domestic dynamics comprising the legitimacy deficit
arising from traditional, political and modern challenges; power transition and
increasing anxiety due to the internal consequences of the Arab Spring played a
significant role in the formation of Saudi Arabia's diversionary motives to entry into
regional conflicts or ‘escalate’ geopolitical rivalries from 2011 to 2019. Saudi
Arabia’s foreign policy in the form of proxy war in Syria can also be explained
through the lens of the domestic developments of this country, not merely from a
geopolitical perspective, power politics and balance of influence. In this regard, the
diversionary theory of foreign policy can be applied. Riyadh’s entry into the Syrian
civil war - which was not an existential threat to the monarchy - at the same time as
the developments of the Arab Spring, was influential in distracting Saudi attention
from the domestic issues and politics (their sociopolitical demands) to the foreign
policy and geopolitical rivalries from 2011 to early 2016 (prior to the change in Saudi
foreign policy towards the Assad regime).

5. Conclusions & Suggestions

The present study indicated that domestic dynamics influence a country’s foreign
policy. By deeply examining their effectiveness, we can see that even by changing
the internal components, different results can be achieved in foreign policy and
regional strategy. This research suggests that strengthening ‘good governance’ is a



vital and sustainable component in reducing regional conflicts, creating and
deepening regional peace and stability. Mitigating conflicts and increasing regional
collaboration also reinforce the components of good governance. The impacts of
strengthening elements of good governance can be observed in Riyadh's domestic
politics and regional policy; an issue that can be investigated in future researches.
According to diversionary foreign policy literature, leaders can opt to escalate
conflicts to distract public attention or to resolve disputes in order to free up
resources for dealing with domestic problems. During the period from 2010 to 2023,
Saudi Arabia reduced its military expenditure as a share of GDP in 2019 (including
7.79% of GDP) while the highest military expenditure as a share of GDP belonged
to 2015 (the onset of the Yemen war, at 13.02% of GDP). This can be signified as
Riyadh's ‘focus’ on the reform strategy, particularly the economic development
programs from 2019 onwards and addressing internal challenges in order to find
‘sustainable’ and not ‘temporary’ solutions. One of the consequences of this policy
has been the diversification of the budget into non-oil income sources. Saudi
Arabia’s ‘focus’ on reforms, especially economic development programs from 2019
onwards, has gradually caused a significant adjustment to the country’s geopolitical
rivalries and to some extent, has altered its regional strategy thereafter.
Consequently, this shift logically (also considerably) has reduced the Saudi
diversionary motives for engaging in geopolitical rivalries or escalating such
conflicts, which previously one of its functions was to legitimize the regime and
divert the public attention from domestic problems in favor of foreign policy..
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