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Abstract

Saua[i Arabia and Turkey, as two US ally regional powers, play significant roles in the

development of the Middle East and North Africa. However, following the onset of public protests
and the emergence of internal crises in the Arab world since 2011, these two states adopted divergent
policies in Syria and Libya. The main question of this study is what are the similarities and differences
between the foreign policies of Turkey and Saudi Arabia regarding the developments in Syria and
Libya, and what factors have shaped these similarities and differences. The research hypothesis
suggests that despite the similar positions of Turkey and Saudi Arabia in the regional power structure
and their inclusion in a single power bloc, differences in their geostrategic and geoeconomic
orientations, along with variations in the type and level of their connections to the crisis environments
in Syria and Libya, led them to cooperate in the Syrian crisis while confronting each other in the
Libyan crisis. A comparative approach has been used to test this hypothesis, and data were collected
through a document-based methodology. To test this hypothesis within a comparative approach a
researcher-designed conceptual framework was developed by combining the concepts of power-
maximizing states, buck-passing principle, proxy warfare, Geostrategy and Geo-economics.
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1. Introduction

Following the outbreak of widespread protests and the emergence of
domestic crises in the Arab world since 2011, regional and extra-regional
powers sought to expand their influence by intervening in these countries’
internal developments. Among them, Syria and Libya became arenas of
intense competition among intervening actors. Turkey and Saudi Arabia, as
two major regional powers, sought to steer the course of events in favor of
their own interests; accordingly, depending on the circumstances, they
sometimes cooperated with other actors and at other times stood in
opposition to them. In the Syrian crisis, the two countries jointly attempted
to overthrow Bashar al-Assad’s government through comprehensive support
for the opposition and armed groups, as well as by facilitating the
involvement of international terrorist organizations, channeling vast amounts
of weapons and financial resources into the country. However, this
convergence gave way to divergence in the Libyan crisis: Turkey supported
the consolidation of the Government of National Accord, whereas Saudi
Arabia backed its opponents. Thus, the key question is: what factors explain
Turkey and Saudi Arabia’s cooperation in Syria but confrontation in Libya,
despite their similar positions in the regional and international order? The
research hypothesis emphasizes that: “Despite the structural similarities of
Turkey and Saudi Arabia at the regional level, differences in their
geostrategic and geoeconomic orientations—along with the varying type and
degree of their linkages to the conflict environments in Syria and Libya—
constitute the main factors behind their cooperation in Syria and
confrontation in Libya.”

A comparative approach has been used to test this hypothesis, and data
were collected through a document-based methodology.

2. Theoretical Framework and Methodology

This study employs a comparative foreign policy approach to address its
central research question. However, existing approaches in this field do not
fully capture the similarities and differences in the behavior of two states
under conditions of international crisis. To bridge this gap, we develop a
rational-conceptual model that synthesizes Mearsheimer’s notions of the
power-maximizing state and buck-passing, Mumford’s concept of proxy
war, and the analytical lenses of geostrategy and geoeconomics.

The resulting three-dimensional model, along with its indicators,
facilitates comparative and simultaneous analyses of the foreign policies of
two states within one or more crisis contexts. The first stage involves
identifying the structural environment of the crisis, assessing the constraints
and opportunities it generates for the intervening state’s geostrategic
objectives. The second stage examines state geostrategies through leaders’
perspectives as well as official foreign policy and national security
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documents. The final stage evaluates how domestic capabilities interact with
international opportunities and constraints, tracing the intervening state’s
linkages with the crisis environment across four domains: political-
ideological, cultural, economic, and social.

Table 1: A Conceptual Model for Comparing the Foreign Policies of Two Countries in an

International Crisis

Level of Analysis Operational Concept Propositions and Indicators
) Structural Environment of the Security-maximizing state vs. Balance-of-
Systemic Crisis power state
Principle of responsibility attribution
Leaders' approach
State Geostrategy National security and foreign policy
documents
Linkage between Polltlcal-ldeologlcal ties
! . Cultural ties
Systemic and State Linkages N
Economic ties
Levels L
Social ties

Source: Authors, 2024
Applying this framework, we first assess the structural environments of

the Syrian and Libyan crises, identifying the opportunities and challenges
they posed for Saudi Arabia and Turkey. We then examine the geostrategic
orientations of both states and the place of Syria and Libya within them.
Finally, we examine the fourfold linkages of Saudi Arabia and Turkey across
these crisis environments. The findings of this multi-level analysis reveal
both convergences and divergences in their foreign policies toward Syria and
Libya, as well as the underlying factors shaping these outcomes.

3. Analysis

The findings of this research indicate that the crises in Syria and Libya
emerged within analogous structural environments. In both cases, the United
States, as the dominant superpower, sought to minimize its costs by
delegating regional security responsibilities to allied regional powers. A
central finding, however, is that the two regional powers—Turkey and Saudi
Arabia—each acted according to a logic of power maximization, driven by
their distinct geostrategic orientations. Advancing these geostrategies, in
turn, required reliance on each country’s specific connections with the crisis
environments of Syria and Libya.
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Furthermore, the findings demonstrate that the divergent geostrategic
priorities of Turkey and Saudi Arabia assigned differing levels of importance
to the Levant and North Africa within their foreign policy. These priorities
are rooted in historical antecedents, which subsequently shaped the distinct
nature and extent of influence each country could project into these regions.
Consequently, Turkey and Saudi Arabia developed and employed dissimilar
instruments of influence within the domestic spheres of the two crises.

As summarized in Tables 2 and 3, the foreign policy approaches of the
two states reveal both convergences and divergences in these arenas, the
historical roots of which are clearly delineated.

Table 2: Differences and Similarities in Turkish and Saudi Foreign Policies in Syria

Similarity Sources Difference Sources

1- Filling the power vacuum
resulting from the US withdrawal

Structural from the Middle East
Environment of 2- The common policy of both -
the Crisis governments in reducing the
influence of Russia and Iran in
Syria

1- Historical-cultural approach to 1- Turkey's adjacency to Syria and its

Syria primary position in Turkish geostrategy,

Geostrategic 2- Syria as a common opportunity . = L I !
0 exert pressure on Iran, Russia, unlike Syria's secondary position in Saudi
and Israel geostrategy

1- Turkey's strong economic ties with Syria,
unlike Saudi Arabia's weak economic ties
with the country

2- Saudi support for Syrian tribes of Saudi
Connections 1- Joint support for Salafi groups descent

3- Turkish support for the Turkmens

4- The importance of the Kurds in Turkish
foreign  policy and their relative
unimportance in Saudi foreign policy

Table 3: Differences and Similarities in Turkish and Saudi Foreign Policies in Libya

Aspects Similarities Differences

1. U.S. concerns about Turkey’s growing power in the
Eastern Mediterranean

2. Russia’s presence in Libya harms Turkey but benefits
Saudi Arabia

3. Fear of Turkey restoring its historical influence in North
Africa

1. Filling the power
vacuum left by the
U.S. withdrawal

Structural Crisis
Environment

1. Differences in Libya’s importance within the

Geostrategic B geoeconomic hierarchies of Turkey and Saudi Arabia

1. Muslim Brotherhood’s dominance (Turkey’s traditional

Connections B ally) over political Islam in Libya and the formation of the
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Aspects Similarities Differences

Government of National Accord (GNA), alongside the
weakness of Saudi-aligned Salafists in the crisis
environment

2. Direct confrontation between their allies in the crisis: the
GNA and the Libyan National Army (LNA)

3. Lack of tribal ties between Saudi Arabia and Libyan
tribes, unlike Turkey’s ties with the Karaghila tribe

4. Turkey’s economic presence in Libya vs. Saudi Arabia’s
limited economic ties with the country

4. Conclusion and Suggestions

Despite differing sources influencing Turkish and Saudi foreign policy,
several key factors facilitated their cooperation during the Syrian crisis.
These included shared rivals, a similar historical and cultural perspective on
Syria, and, most importantly, political-ideological ties to Salafi groups.
Furthermore, Syria's differing position in the two countries' foreign policy
priorities (as a first priority for Turkey and a second for Saudi Arabia) was
such that it provided the groundwork for cooperation. Additionally, the
absence of direct competition over other sources of influence—such as
ethnic groups, which held less power compared to Salafi groups—as well as
differences in the level of economic dependencies, were in turn reinforcing
the convergence between Ankara and Riyadh on the Syrian dossier.
Additionally, the absence of direct competition over other sources of
influence—such as ethnic groups, which held less power compared to Salafi
groups—as well as differences in the level of economic dependencies, were
in turn reinforcing the convergence between Ankara and Riyadh on the
Syrian dossier.
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