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Introduction

The contemporary international system is undergoing a profound geo-
political transformation marked by the gradual decline of U.S.-led uni-
polarity and the emergence of an increasingly complex multipolar order.
This structural shift presents a significant foreign policy challenge for
traditional American security partners, particularly Saudi Arabia. The
Kingdom must simultaneously preserve its long-standing security re-
lationship with Washington while expanding strategic economic, tech-
nological, and developmental partnerships with rising Eastern powers,
most notably China and Russia.
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In response to these changing international dynamics, Saudi Arabia
has adopted a foreign policy approach that can be characterized as prag-
matic multilateralism. This strategy does not entail abandoning exist-
ing alliances nor pursuing a risky geopolitical realignment. Rather, it
is based on the principle of positive balancing, through which Riyadh
seeks to diversify its external partnerships, maximize strategic flexibil-
ity, and safeguard its national interests in an increasingly competitive
international environment.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research design and adopts an ex-
planatory-analytical methodology. It is based on an intensive sin-
gle-case study focusing on the transformation of Saudi foreign policy
during a critical period of regional and global change. The theoretical
framework combines insights from neoclassical realism and complex
interdependence theory in order to explain both the origins and the im-
plementation of Saudi Arabia’s evolving foreign policy strategy.

Neoclassical realism offers a macro-level explanation for the King-
dom’s strategic adjustment by linking systemic pressures-particularly
the transition toward multipolarity-with domestic intervening variables
such as leadership perceptions of threats, opportunities, and national
priorities. Complex interdependence theory provides a complementary
micro-level perspective by explaining how this strategy is implemented
in practice through multiple and differentiated channels of international
engagement.

Data collection was conducted through a systematic content analysis
of authoritative and publicly accessible sources, including official gov-
ernment documents and decrees, key foreign policy speeches by senior
political leaders, aggregated international trade and investment statis-
tics, and detailed reports produced by reputable international organi-
zations and policy think tanks. The analysis employs an evidence-based
approach, comparing observed empirical patterns—most notably the
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simultaneous evolution of Saudi Arabia’s security relations with West-
ern powers and its expanding economic engagement with Eastern ac-
tors-with the distinct causal expectations generated by the study’s inte-
grated theoretical framework.

Findings and Discussion

The findings provide strong support for the argument that Saudi Ara-
bia’s contemporary foreign policy is the product of a dynamic inter-
action between systemic pressures and domestic imperatives. At the
systemic level, this transformation has been shaped by perceptions of
declining direct U.S. involvement and the broader transition toward
an increasingly multipolar international order. At the domestic level,
it has been driven by the imperative of economic diversification and
comprehensive national transformation, as embodied in the Kingdom’s
development vision, together with the leadership’s strategic assessment
of the requirements of national security, survival, and long-term devel-
opment.

A key finding of the study is that Saudi Arabia has successfully man-
aged potentially competing external relationships through a process of
agenda categorization. This allows Riyadh to separate different areas
of foreign policy engagement and assign them to distinct international
partners. Security and defense cooperation remain primarily anchored
in the strategic relationship with the United States, while economic
modernization, technological development, and infrastructure expan-
sion increasingly involve cooperation with China and, to a lesser extent,
Russia.

In its relations with the United States, Saudi Arabia has gradually
moved beyond the traditional “oil-for-security” framework. The bilater-
al relationship has evolved into a more transactional and interest-based
partnership characterized by negotiation and mutual benefit. Riyadh’s
expanding ties with Eastern powers provide additional diplomatic lever-
age in its dealings with Washington, enabling the Kingdom to secure
advanced military capabilities, political support, and continued security
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commitments while maintaining a greater degree of strategic autonomy.

Saudi Arabia’s engagement with China and Russia follows a different
but complementary logic. Relations with China are primarily shaped
by economic considerations linked to the Kingdom’s long-term de-
velopment objectives. Chinese involvement is particularly evident in
infrastructure projects, technology transfer, and investment in non-oil
sectors. By contrast, cooperation with Russia is concentrated in the en-
ergy domain, especially within the framework of OPEC Plus, where
coordination has played a crucial role in stabilizing global oil markets
and supporting Saudi economic planning.

Importantly, Saudi Arabia has carefully managed these eastern part-
nerships according to the principles of cooperation without security
alignment and engagement without strategic dependence. Taken to-
gether, the findings demonstrate that the Kingdom’s adopted strategy
reflects a successful structural shift away from the historical model of
exclusive dependence on a single superpower and toward a position
characterized by greater strategic autonomy and enhanced operational
flexibility within an increasingly multipolar international order.

Conclusion

This study argues that Saudi Arabia’s evolving foreign policy rep-
resents a structural and development-oriented strategy best described as
flexible balancing. Through the successful implementation of pragmat-
ic multilateralism, the Kingdom has fundamentally redefined its posi-
tion within the international system.

Saudi Arabia has transformed its traditional relationship with the Unit-
ed States from a predominantly hierarchical security arrangement into a
more balanced partnership based on clearly defined mutual interests. At
the same time, it has strategically utilized the economic, technological,
and energy opportunities offered by China and Russia to advance its
national development objectives and enhance its diplomatic influence.

The cumulative effect of this strategy has been a significant increase
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in Saudi Arabia’s strategic autonomy and international maneuverabil-
ity. Rather than functioning as a dependent actor within a U.S.-domi-
nated order, the Kingdom has emerged as an increasingly independent
middle power capable of engaging multiple major powers simultane-
ously while preserving freedom of action. Consequently, the study con-
firms its central hypothesis that Saudi Arabia’s dual-track strategy has
enabled it to navigate geopolitical transition successfully and position
itself as a key balancing actor within the emerging multipolar interna-
tional system.

Keywords: Pragmatic Multilateralism; Positive Balancing, Neoclassical Realism;
Complex Interdependence; Saudi Arabia.
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