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Introduction: The intentions of international actors in foreign policy are shaped by a
diverse range of variables, the precise identification of which poses considerable chal-
lenges. Broadly speaking, two main analytical approaches have been highlighted in the
study of foreign policy intentions. The first emphasizes psychological perspectives, ar-
guing that a country’s strategic intentions can only be understood through a deeper en-
gagement with its mentalities, beliefs, and perceptions. From this view, environmental
factors alone are insufficient to determine intentions. The second approach focuses on
rationalist analysis, paying attention to objective behaviors. Here, states are considered
rational actors whose intentions toward other countries are shaped by the principle of
maximizing national interests. The aim of this article is to examine this duality and its
applicability to Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy toward Iran, which has undergone signifi-
cant transformations in recent years.

Methods: his study employs an instrumental qualitative case study design to explore
how foreign policy intentions are formed and transformed, using Saudi Arabia’s foreign
policy toward Iran as a case through which to clarify the conceptual framework.
Results and Discussions: The conceptual framework developed in this research sug-
gests that states typically exhibit two types of strategic intentions in foreign policy. The
first type is essentially fixed and resistant to change, rooted in mental images, national
and religious identity, and broader strategic culture. The second type, by contrast, is
fluid and flexible in nature. These intentions are guided by principles of strategic ra-
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tionality, oriented toward securing maximum national interests, and shift in response to
the dynamic and changing nature of the foreign policy environment. Importantly, the
findings indicate that these two types of intentions—fixed and fluid—are not mutually
exclusive; rather, they interact with and influence one another. Foreign policy intentions
are reversible and can shift depending on changes in leaders’ mindsets or evolving per-
ceptions of the external environment.

Conclusion: Saudi Arabia’s approach toward Iran in recent years demonstrates the co-
existence of both fixed and fluid strategic intentions. From the perspective of strategic
culture, Saudi Arabia has long been committed to hostility toward Iran, a stance consist-
ently reflected in its foreign policy. However, recent evidence suggests that Saudi deci-
sion-makers no longer view the pursuit of such culture-based intentions as fully aligned
with their national interests. Consequently, a second layer of strategic intentions—fluid
and flexible in character—has come to the forefront. This includes promoting coop-
eration, reducing bilateral tensions, engaging in peaceful economic competition, and
avoiding confrontational rhetoric, all in line with principles of strategic rationality and
the maximization of national interests.

Keywords: Iran, Saudi Arabia, strategic Intentions, foreign policy, strategic rationality,
strategic culture.
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