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Abstract

In light of recent Saudi Arabian foreign policy, this article examines the valoriza-
tion of public diplomacy in regional leadership struggles—a widely neglected topic
in discussion on regional powers. Concentrating on regions with distinct power
hierarchies, the literature offers nuanced explanations for how already-established
regional leaders seek to maintain their position but only limited discussion of how
ambitious states seek to assume leadership in the first place. The proposed binary set
of coercive and persuasive strategies used by aspirant leaders does not capture the
complexities of these regional leadership struggles. This article argues instead that
aspirant leaders lacking the power assets to exclusively embark on either strategy
become prone to resorting to a strategy mix combining elements of both coercion
and persuasion. Because of the inconsistencies arising from applying such antitheti-
cal policies, however, public diplomacy significantly gains in importance as a mag-
nifying and balancing tool amid this strategy mix.

Keywords Regional powers - Leadership struggle - Public diplomacy - Saudi Arabia

How do states buttress their claims to regional leadership? As we have come to live
in a world where regions are critical in swaying global politics, this question has
considerably gained in significance. This holds particularly true for regions marked
by multiple, often overlapping conflicts between regional competitors capable of
affecting the global security architecture. Beyond historical cases, one might think
of Africa, where the competition between the continent’s antagonistic powers has
recently been acknowledged as ‘an important feature of the African political land-
scape’ (World Peace Foundation 2016: 16), and of the broader Asia region, which
is becoming increasingly conflict-prone—with regional contenders such as China,
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Japan, Indonesia and India engaging in the redefinition of the regional order (Paj-
paee 2017). Another case in point is the Middle East.! While throughout much of its
post-World War II history the region has been notorious for its weak institutions and
for a plethora of inter- and intra-state conflicts, the 2011 Arab uprisings would lead
to fierce competition over regional leadership between its major powers.

The strategies that states embark on to assume regional leadership have serious,
real-world implications in and beyond the respective regions. Yet we know surpris-
ingly little about how exactly states pursue their leadership objectives. As illustrated
in detail below, the literature essentially suggests two ways to assume regional lead-
ership: states can take over leadership, first, by coercing others into accepting their
leadership position by deploying, or threatening to deploy, hard power or they can,
second, persuade others to accept their leadership position on the basis of their lead-
ership assets. These basic notions are of modest help in explaining the empirical
dynamics of regional leadership struggles, however. Due to the structural features of
bi- or multipolar regions, in which no state has sufficient either material or immate-
rial power capabilities to dominate its neighbours, the strategies of aspirant leaders
tend to be multipronged and flexible, oscillating between ones that have elsewhere
been attributed to empires, hegemonies and leaders (in the sociological sense). The
employment of such a strategy mix, however, is inconsistent and mutually under-
mining, resulting in an incoherent foreign policy behaviour that is reminiscent of the
often-stated ‘ambiguous’ foreign policies of established regional powers themselves
(Harig and Kenkel 2017; Sauer et al. 2017; Serrdo and Bischoff 2009). To make
up for this, would-be leaders are prompted to invest effort in developing corrective
strategies in accordance with the available resources.

Although rarely associated with the murky waters of regional conflicts, I assume
that public diplomacy is thus a crucial tool in the strategic arsenal of aspirant lead-
ers. This assumption is supported by a small yet growing body of the literature on
the public diplomacy of regional powers. Cevik and Seib (2015) or Huijgh (2017),
for instance, provide insightful analyses of the general features of the public diplo-
macy of Turkey and Indonesia, respectively, indicating how it is deployed to con-
tribute to their regional and international prestige or to support their idiosyncratic
goals. The increasing importance of public diplomacy is also illustrated by other
cases too. India, for example, purposefully uses cultural diplomacy to back its ‘Act
East’ policies (Singh and Sarwal 2017). And while Nigeria’s bid for leadership in
Africa has suffered from poor foreign policy articulations and an unfavourable inter-
national image (Ogunnubi and Okeke-Uzodike 2016), South Africa’s claim to such
leadership has been elevated by its ‘symbolic representivity’ of the continent in the
eyes of the international community rather than by regional consensus (Alden and
Schoeman 2015).

! The Middle East is here considered to be ‘constituted around an Arab core [...] flanked by a periphery
of non-Arab states—Turkey, Iran and Israel—which are an intimate part of the region’s conflicts and an
integral part of its balance of power’ (Hinnebusch 2003: 1).
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These and other studies’ demonstrate the meaning of public diplomacy for
regional powers, including with respect to how it is used to support their regional
and/or international standing. Yet they do not provide more detailed explanations for
its deployment in leadership struggles. Hence, in this paper I attempt to show how
public diplomacy is purposefully employed by states in conjunction with coercive
and co-optive strategies to support their claims to regional leadership—or, more
specifically, how public diplomacy is strategically used to balance the simultaneous
deployment of hard and soft power. To this end, public diplomacy is here understood
as ‘the way in which both government and private individuals and groups influence
directly or indirectly those public attitudes and opinions which bear directly on
another government’s foreign policy decisions’ (Signitzer and Coombs 1992: 138).
On the one hand, this definition acknowledges the role of non-state actors and is
hence in line with more recent approaches in the field (Gilboa 2008). On the other,
it facilitates a state-centric perspective and puts focus on the manipulative dimen-
sion of public diplomacy, both of which are central to the needs of this study and
the scope of my argument. While the manipulative dimension is not necessarily con-
tested by newer studies these works stress the interactive nature of ‘modern public
diplomacy’, which is understood as ‘persuasion by means of dialogue that is based
on a liberal notion of communication with foreign publics’ (Melissen 2005: 18; Hui-
jgh 2016).

To elaborate on my arguments, I discuss Saudi Arabian regional policies under
King Salman and his son Muhammad bin Salman (MbS), who—as crown prince,
deputy prime minister, chairperson of the Council for Economic and Development
Affairs and the Council of Political and Security Affairs, and minister of defence—is
often seen as the de facto ruler of the Kingdom. Saudi Arabia represents a particu-
larly appropriate case to study the strategies of would-be leaders. Although Riyadh
has long harboured leadership claims, it has only recently begun to actively pursue
this goal—which allows us to study its combined hard- and soft-power strategies in
condensed form. Given its abundance of resources, including its fiscal potency, its
multitude of soft-power instruments and its dominant position within the region’s
media landscape, Riyadh is able to run the full gamut of public-diplomacy tools,
from cultural diplomacy to broadcasting. The sample period begins with the com-
ing to power of MbS in January 2015 and ends with Jamal Khashoggi’s murder in
October 2018, which was a debacle for the public image of the Kingdom and MbS
in particular—critically challenging hitherto established Saudi (public-diplomacy)
strategies.

As for the chosen time period, and arguably beyond in fact, I assume that
Saudi public diplomacy served three principal purposes: to produce and enlarge
regional followership, that at the level of both regional elites and regional publics;
to obfuscate the use of hard-power strategies, or rather the consequences thereof;
and to retain and extend the support of extra-regional actors. I do not suggest that
these findings are fully transferable to all regional leadership struggles. Conflict

2 See the 2017 special issue in Politics & Policy on ‘Soft Power and Public Diplomacy in the Indo-

Pacific’ 45(5).
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constellations in other world regions vary—even if not always fundamentally—as do
the resources that other aspirant leaders have available to invest in public diplomacy;
not all embark on imperial, hegemonic and leader strategies, or they do so over a
more extended period of time; last, their relationship with extra-regional actors may
be less distinct than that between, for instance, Riyadh and Washington. What I do
propose in the following, however, is that regional leadership struggles crucially val-
orize public diplomacy as a magnifying and balancing tool amid the strategy mix of
aspirant leaders.

In the following section, I briefly discuss the meaning of ‘regional leadership’.
Hereafter, I specify my arguments concerning the strategy mix of aspirant leaders
and detail how and why public diplomacy is a suitable tool with which to facilitate
their ambitions. I then analyse Saudi Arabia’s use of such diplomacy. To this end,
I begin with a discussion of Riyadh’s foreign policy in the aftermath of the 2011
regional uprisings as well as of some general aspects of its public diplomacy. Finally,
I investigate how the Kingdom has strategically deployed its public-diplomacy tools
to prove its leadership capabilities and to camouflage its hegemonic strategies in the
Qatar diplomatic crisis and its imperial strategies in the war in Yemen, respectively.

Regional powers and regional leaders

The concept of ‘regional powers’ provides a good starting point for approaching
the question of how states pursue regional leadership. Although there is no univer-
sally agreed upon definition hereof, regional powers are usually conceived of as
states with superior power capabilities (in terms of military, economic and idea-
tional resources; Nolte 2010: 893) belonging to a geographically delineated region
(@Dsterud 1992: 12) within the boundaries of which they are able to wield decisive
influence over other states (Buzan and Waver 2003: 62). Some issues remain unre-
solved, though. As the concept has been derived from the study of rising powers
such as Brazil, Russia, India and China (Hurrel 2006), which, with some give and
take, have been seen as the dominant states in their regional systems, regional pow-
ers have often been treated as being tantamount to regional leaders. Yet it is any-
thing but clear whether this is so (Prys 2010, 2012), as there are in fact ‘few regions
or sub-regions that demonstrate the clear dominance of a regional power’ (Nolte
2010: 884).

Some hesitation is thus in order when equating regional powers with regional
leaders, both empirically and conceptually (Frazier and Stewart-Ingersoll 2012:
69—74). First, whether or not we consider a given region to be dominated by a state
depends on how one defines this very region and the members of the regional sys-
tem, respectively. However, competing definitional criteria for regions abound
(Volgy et al 2017), and cut-and-dried model regions often fail to adequately capture
empirical dynamics when they ignore the self-identification of states; the peculiari-
ties of processes in hybrid regions; and the possibility that liminal states may have
stakes in more than one region.

Second, the distribution of power determines the number of regional powers in a
given region and, ultimately, the issue of regional leadership (Mattheis 2021). The
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crucial question, then, is what constitutes state power, and how to assess its multi-
ple sources so as to set the overall benchmark. While some scholars tend to focus
solely on military and economic capabilities in this respect (e.g. Lemke 2002), the
landscape of regional polarity may alter if dimensions of hard power are combined
with those of soft power (Frazier and Stewart-Ingersoll 2012: 72-73). Connected to
this is the question of why states pursue regional leadership despite limited mate-
rial capabilities. Earlier works have often ignored this issue, assuming that regional
leadership is but a consequence of a state’s overwhelming material capabilities. Yet,
pointing to the chasm between such stipulations and empirical observations, others
have maintained that the aspirations (Nel and Stephen 2010), the willingness (Cline
et al 2011) or the self-perception (Lopez-Lucia 2015) of states vis-a-vis assuming
leadership should take centre stage in analyses of why they claim the role of leaders
and adapt their foreign policy behaviour accordingly.

All these points bear implications for the concept of regional leadership. ‘Leader-
ship’—just like ‘hegemony’—is a fuzzy term defying precise definition, and both
are often used interchangeably—notwithstanding their potential conceptual differ-
ences.’ Like hegemony, leadership connotes a ‘situation in which one state is power-
ful enough to maintain the essential rules governing interstate relations and is will-
ing to do so’ (Keohane 1984: 34-35). Also like hegemony, leadership must be a
relational concept—one characterizing the relationship between states (Jesse et al
2012). As it is understood here, military and economic capabilities are the inevitable
prerequisites for leadership (Prys 2010: 485). Yet, to be more effective and sustain-
able, leadership must also involve immaterial power assets (Ikenberry and Kupchan
1990), such as the ability to influence others by means of soft power (Nye 2008a;
Russet 1985) or—from a more sociologically inclined perspective—the ability to
set the agenda, to persuade and to critically shape the wants and beliefs of others
(Young 1991).

Therefore, leadership can be best conceived of as moving along a continuum
between two extremes: At the minimal end thereof, leadership exists if there are no
second-tier states who can act against the core interests of the leader without fear-
ing serious consequences. At the other extreme, second-tier states follow not out
of fear but because they are convinced of the leader’s vision of (regional) order or
because they have internalized the leader’s norms and beliefs. As such leadership is
not a static concept, nor is it a fixed state. It has been maintained that ‘a key point to
make about the leadership role is that it is often difficult to achieve success’ (Frazier
and Stewart-Ingersoll 2010: 741). Leadership should hence be understood as a pro-
cess-based concept, ‘an act that has to be unveiled by looking at political processes’
(Nabers 2010: 51). This assumption is helpful when zooming in on the strategies
employed by aspirant regional leaders.

3 For an almost tautological use of both terms, see Gilpin (1981: 153) and Norloff (2017).
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The meaning of public diplomacy in regional leadership struggles

As stated, our knowledge about the strategies that states embark on to assume
regional leadership is comparatively scant. Two fundamental strategies of aspirant
leaders are commonly discussed. First, leadership is achieved via the overwhelming
material capabilities of states, who must be prepared to employ these to be recog-
nized as leaders (e.g. Lemke 2002; Hart and Jones 2010). Second, states become
leaders because they are willingly accepted as such due to a foreign-affairs approach
that rests upon amicable interactions, the articulating of a convincing regional vision
or the provision of public goods (e.g. Cooper et al 1991; Pedersen 2002).> These
only provide a very basic notion of leadership strategies, one that barely does justice
to the empirical dynamics found in many world regions.

Recent scholarship has begun to further address leadership struggles. Yet these
works focus on predefined regions with clear regional hierarchies and, connected to
this, act on the assumption of pre-established leadership positions, rendering them
of limited value for our purposes. The literature on contested regional leadership,
for instance, is enlightening as it fosters our understanding of how some regional
powers ‘project power or increase their influence in the region’, proposing a set of
four leadership types: namely, distributional, consensual, multilateral and ideational
(Ebert and Flemes 2018a: 17). But it assumes an already-established leadership
position, and it explicitly excludes the use of coercive strategies (Ebert and Flemes
2018b). The former assumption, however, is analytically problematic as it conceives
of leadership not as a process-oriented concept but rather as an accomplished condi-
tion. The latter, in turn, is empirically delicate, as there is ample proof of regional
powers resorting to coercion (Prys 2010; Wigell 2016).

It has long been disputed that regional powers are all cooperative, benevolent and
inclusive in their conducting of regional affairs (Prys 2012: 26-36). In an effort to
conceptualize the scope of their foreign policy behaviour, Sandra Destradi (2010),
for instance, has identified three ideal-typical regional strategies, ranging from those
attributable to ‘empires’, ‘hegemons’ and ‘leaders’ (understood in a purely sociolog-
ical sense), respectively: imperial ones are characterized by the unilateral pursuit of
national self-interest; they rest on coercion, with the ‘decisive distinguishing factor’
being ‘the threat or use of military power’ (ibid.: 912). Hegemonic strategies, then,
are also exclusively motivated by the end of attaining self-interested goals. However,
the means employed vary extensively (ibid.: 917). Destradi chooses to differenti-
ate between coercive (or hard) and benevolent (or soft) hegemons, with the former
resorting to strategies such as ‘sanctions, threats, political pressure, and, to a lesser
extent, inducements’ vis-a-vis other states (ibid.: 918). Soft hegemons, in turn,

4 Seckin Kostem (2018: 727), too, stresses the scarcity of literature dealing with how states pursue
regional leadership. Yet, while focusing on economic integration as a strategy to buttress states’ claim
to leadership, he also limits himself to these two fundamental strategies, contrasting Russia’s ‘coercive
tools” with Turkey’s ‘more liberal tools of leadership’ in fostering regional economic cooperation.

5 Some authors view these two strategies to be mutually reinforcing and as being used in combination.
See, for instance, Hinnebusch (2013) or Frazier and Stewart-Ingersoll (2010).
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pursue strategies aimed at the reshaping of other states’ norms and values through,
for instance, ideological persuasion (ibid.: 920).

Last, and resembling the strategies of soft hegemons, leadership strategies are
based on the leader’s ‘engagement in a socialization process with the aim of creat-
ing shared norms and values and generating “true” followership’ (ibid.: 924). What
distinguishes leaders from hegemons, though, is that the former guide other states
to implement common objectives, whereas the latter attempt to realize their own
self-interested goals by presenting them as common objectives (ibid.: 921). While
Destradi, too, acts on the assumption of an already-established leadership posi-
tion, her approach seems to be more fitting for capturing the dynamics of leader-
ship struggles, particularly as she does not deem the above strategies to be mutually
exclusive. Rather, she states that ‘[m]ost probably, one would find that a regional
power pursues a simultaneous policy mix of different strategies’ (ibid.: 929). Indeed,
a glimpse at current leadership struggles in East Asia, South Asia, Africa and the
Middle East suggests that regional powers often embark on a number of strategies
simultaneously.

The problem, though, is that the simultaneous employment of imperial, hegem-
onic or leader strategies is inconsistent, and results in actions that undermine one
another. For one thing, it is implausible for potential followers to, for instance,
believe in allegedly shared interests and values if the would-be leader chooses to
coerce one or more potential follower into complying with its demands—ones
that are at odds with their own interests or values. For another, it would be a more
constructive approach for the would-be leader in the long term to channel limited
resources into the consolidation of one strategy instead of concurrently expending
them on several non-beneficial ones. As the ensuing discussion of the Saudi Arabian
case suggests, one expedient way to cope with the inconsistencies in the short or
medium term is the concerted use of public diplomacy.

This may not be surprising, as such diplomacy is a viable tool for states to resort
to in order to back up their foreign policy aspirations as well as to make up for their
deficiencies. Since the first quarter of the last century, the strategic use of public
diplomacy has become an accepted and widely used foreign policy tool (Kunczik
2009: 775), supporting states in achieving their objectives (Signitzer and Wamser
2006; L’Etang 2009). To this end, states use various instruments to engage with stra-
tegic foreign publics, including advocacy, broadcasting, cultural diplomacy, nation
branding and public relations (Gilboa 2008: 58). States have also become increas-
ingly prone to resorting to PR agencies for counsel in their attempts to reach foreign
publics. This particularly applies to developing countries, who—due to the lopsided
nature of the global media and their lack of experience with social and political pro-
cesses in economically developed peers—are often susceptible to distorted repre-
sentations in the mass media (Srimamesh and Verc¢i¢ 2009: 15). Owing to the rising
importance of the latter, the mediation of foreign policy—meaning the ‘systemic,
organized attempts by governments to exert as much control as possible over how
state policy is portrayed in foreign media’ (Tago 2017)—occupies a central position
in public diplomacy in general.

In what follows, however, I argue that only by combining analyses of the regional
policies and public diplomacies of aspirant leaders can we fully understand how
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they seek to fulfil their leadership objectives. The novelty of my argument is two-
fold. First, it is because they lack sufficient coercive and persuasive power that aspir-
ant leaders are particularly prone to embarking on a mix of imperial, hegemonic or
leader strategies simultaneously. Second, it is because of the inconsistencies gener-
ated by the use of this strategy mix that they need to concomitantly step up their
public-diplomacy efforts.

Some remarks are in order regarding the first part of the argument before elabo-
rating on the second one. To begin with, the mixing of strategies need not necessar-
ily be a bad thing in itself. The notion of ‘smart power’, developed by Joseph S. Nye
based on the model of the US superpower, in fact maintains that the most effective
way of meeting a foreign policy target is to employ an integrated strategy combining
hard and soft power. Yet apart from the ‘contextual intelligence’ that is needed to
produce such a strategy (Nye 2009: 162), smart power presupposes the availability
of sufficient hard- and soft-power resources and their combination ‘in ways that are
mutually reinforcing’ (Wilson 2008: 115). Neither of the two is given in situations
that prompt would-be leaders to step up their public-diplomacy efforts. Further-
more, it is noteworthy that public diplomacy today is often discussed in connection
with Nye’s soft-power approach (e.g. Hocking 2005). Nye defines soft power as ‘the
ability to affect others through the co-optive means of framing the agenda, persuad-
ing, and eliciting positive attraction in order to obtain preferred outcomes’ (2011:
20-21)—note here the overlap with Destradi’s notion of leadership. According to
Nye (2004: 11), soft power rests on three main resources: a country’s culture, its
political values and its foreign policies. Yet one of the approach’s major conceptual
problems is that these resources are not all under the direct control of the govern-
ment (ibid.: 14, 17; Kearn 2011: 78). One major—if not the sole—tool available to
governments to coherently sway a nation’s ‘attractiveness’ in the eyes of others is
thus public diplomacy (Blechman 2004: 680), the meaning of which is stressed by
Nye (2008b) himself—also with regard to smart power.

The rest of this section will be tailored to the analytical needs of the paper instead
of providing a general discussion of public diplomacy. To reiterate the second part
of the argument, I propose that public diplomacy becomes both a magnifying and
balancing tool amid the strategy mix of aspirant leaders. Hence, the corresponding
public-diplomacy strategies are geared towards accompanying this mix—either by
reinforcing those strategies or by attenuating their contradictory effects. Consequen-
tially, these public-diplomacy strategies are mainly of a short- and medium-term
nature.

Gilboa’s (2008: 72) suggestion to distinguish between the long-term, intermedi-
ate and immediate dimensions of public diplomacy is instrumental in this regard,
including with respect to the means that one can attribute to each dimension. While
long-term strategies such as cultural diplomacy are generally targeted at creating bet-
ter relations with other nations, intermediate ones are intended to proactively plan—
and implement—specific foreign policy moves or to address a specific image crisis.
PR campaigns, conducted, for instance, via the media with or without the support of
related agencies, would rank among the crucial means here. At the immediate level,
public diplomacy seeks to react to developing events—so as, for instance, to limit
damage via various methods of news management. To be sure, one probably finds
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all these strategies in the public-diplomacy repertoire of aspirant leaders. However,
the long-term strategies would not be directly connected to leadership struggles as
they, first, may predate the state’s claim to leadership and, second, are relatively
unfit to be adapted to changing conflict dynamics.

A final remark should be made on the target audiences. While it is safe to assume
that the primary target audience are regional publics, the case of South Africa’s
leadership claim suggests that international audiences—particularly those of great
powers—may at times be as important as regional ones (Alden and Schoeman
2015)—all the more so if the aspired-to leadership position in the region is but a
stepping stone to gaining recognition at the global level (Lebov 2008: 543). Beyond
that, more recent approaches alert us to the domestic dimension of public diplomacy,
arguing that the gaining of support at home for a state’s policies abroad is indeed a
key element of public diplomacy (Huijgh and Byrne 2012). Arguably, this is par-
ticularly relevant for regimes whose domestic legitimacy is heavily built on a leader-
ship claim—as is the case, for instance, with Saudi Arabia’s claim to leadership in
the Muslim world. Moreover, as will be seen, the Saudi case is peculiar in that one
cannot always analytically distinguish between the domestic and regional audiences
of Riyadh’s mediation strategies, since much of the output from Saudi-owned, pan-
Arab media outlets is consumed by both Saudi and non-Saudi Arabs alike.

Saudi Arabia’s bid for regional leadership

Until recently, Saudi foreign policy had been characterized as ‘remarkably consist-
ent’ (Gause 2011: 169), dodging open confrontation while targeted at preserving the
domestic and regional status quo (Partrick 2016: 374). A direct link has been estab-
lished between the Kingdom’s ‘pragmatic’ (Nonneman 2005: 339) regional policies
and the ‘serious inherent limitations’ of its foreign policy, mainly with regard to
its relative military weakness (Peterson 2002: 30; Hertog 2011). Its foreign policy
tools have hence been restricted to the use of financial rewards (Farouk 2020; Gause
2011: 178); soft power (Gallarotti and Al-Filal 2012); conflict mediation (Kamrava
2013; Rieger 2016); and the dissemination of Wahhabism, including the provision
of direct support to Islamists in and beyond the region (Commins 2006). To safe-
guard its security interests, Saudi Arabia has employed an omnibalancing strategy,
meaning the simultaneous balancing of threats and resources within and between the
domestic, regional and global levels, and has relied greatly on regional and interna-
tional allies to carry this out—most notably the USA (Nonneman 2005: 319).

In the wake of the 2011 Arab uprisings, however, Saudi foreign policy would
experience drastic changes. The country has increasingly resorted to using military
power, sectarian politics and sanctions or other restrictive measures to interfere with
the domestic affairs of other states (Al-Rasheed 2011, 2014; Sunik 2018). Often a
mixture of reasons is advanced to explain this newly assertive stance, with scholars
pointing to changes at the international, regional, subregional and domestic levels
(Al-Tamamy 2012). Another approach that has been applied to explain recent Saudi
foreign policy behaviour in its geopolitical neighbourhood, and towards the Arab
Gulf states in particular, considers the Kingdom an ‘authoritarian gravity centre’
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(AGC). According to the approach’s underlying rationale, Saudi Arabia is a state
that is willing and able to apply pressure and to disseminate autocratic ideas, norms,
and practices, and that acts as a model for the countries in its geopolitical proxim-
ity (Zumbrigel and Demmelhuber 2020: 52). The AGC approach has been devel-
oped to include the foreign policy of authoritarian states as an additional, and indeed
vital, instrument of authoritarian power consolidation by treating AGCs as states
that actively promote autocracy or act as sources of autocratic diffusion (Kneuer and
Demmelhuber 2016). It thus acknowledges a broad range of strategies used by such
states, including Saudi Arabia, that manifest the aforementioned mix of imperial,
hegemonic and leadership methods. And while AGCs are held as conceptually dis-
tinct from regional hegemons, the approach does not exclude the possibility of a
state simultaneously being an AGC and a regional hegemon, or for that matter an
aspirant regional leader (ibid.: 8). In fact, Demmelhuber (2019) agrees with most
other scholars that Riyadh is bent on assuming regional leadership. This objective,
however, has met with serious impediments. Above all, it has been challenged by
Iran and Turkey (Aras and Falk 2015). As argued above, Riyadh’s recent employ-
ment of extremely diverse foreign policy strategies towards the region, ones often
characterized as ‘erratic’ (Al-Rasheed 2018: 248), must be understood against the
backdrop of its struggle for leadership therein. That, too, is the case with its intensi-
fied public-diplomacy efforts.

Although public diplomacy has recently witnessed a boost under MbS, its strate-
gic use very much predates his coming to power. Concerning PR campaigns in the
USA, for instance, Saudi Arabia has even been designated a ‘pioneering country’
given that it was already in the early 1950s employing PR firms to lobby Congress
or the White House (Al-Yasin and Dashti 2008: 355, 357). In line with the above
suggestions, it is instrumental to analytically separate, and briefly discuss, Riyadh’s
long-term, intermediate and immediate public-diplomacy strategies at this point.
To begin with, the Kingdom’s global funding of conservative strands of Islam or
of academic institutions (Sokolove 2019) would be the prime examples of its long-
term strategies. Its hiring of PR firms or the concerted PR campaigns conducted via
its media outlets would be located at the intermediate level meanwhile. Lastly, situ-
ated at the immediate level, Saudi Arabia among others resorts to Saudi-controlled
media outlets, as was the case after the murder of Jamal Khashoggi (Hall 2019), and
increasingly so to cyber tools such as Twitter too (Jones 2020).

Still, it is often difficult to draw clear-cut distinctions between long-term and
intermediate strategies, particularly concerning the mediation of Saudi foreign pol-
icy. This is because Riyadh has built a complex media empire on the basis of sub-
suming most Arab newspapers—including the widely read pan-Arab ones al-Hayat
and al-Sharq al-Awsat—as well as satellite TV channels such as the pan-Arab al-
Arabiya that are part of Saudi-owned media networks like the Arab Radio and Tel-
evision entertainment network (ART), the Middle East Broadcasting Corporation
(MBC) or Orbit (Kraidy 2021). While attempts to exert control over the Arab media
have hitherto been interpreted as efforts ‘to control the flow of information [...] and
assure positive coverage of its politics and society’ (Hammond 2007), recent analy-
ses suggest that the Kingdom has begun to use its media dominance more purpose-
fully to back its leadership objectives (Yaghi 2017: 51).
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In the following, I will demonstrate how Riyadh has oscillated between impe-
rial, hegemonic and leadership strategies and sought to capitalize on its abundant
public-diplomacy resources to facilitate—or indeed shroud—these approaches. I set
out to analyse the mediation of Saudi leadership claims. Here, I focus less on the
Kingdom’s leadership strategies as such but rather on how its claimed leadership
assets are substantiated via Saudi-controlled media outlets. Hereafter, I look at Saudi
public-diplomacy measures during the first year of the Qatar crisis, which I treat as a
case of Saudi hegemonic strategies. Lastly, I discuss Saudi public diplomacy regard-
ing the war in Yemen, which represents a Saudi imperial strategy. All three cases
hone in on the intermediate dimension of Saudi Arabian public diplomacy.

Mediating Saudi leadership assets

Based on a review of the corresponding coverage in the pan-Arab media outlets
under Riyadh’s direct or indirect control, I assume that three core messages served to
add substance to Saudi leadership claims. By portraying itself, first, as a pacemaker
for reform and, second, as a regional protector, Riyadh sought to present itself as a
provider of public goods and of a convincing regional vision. Third, by highlighting
its followers, Riyadh aimed to emphasize its already-established leadership position,
thereby diverting attention from its more controversial policies—ones which might
have prompted regional publics to question its leadership qualities.®

Leadership through reform: It is difficult to dismiss the record of reforms that
the Kingdom has witnessed since 2016. The crown prince personified the recent
social and economic changes, and he used the image of a young reformer to bol-
ster his legitimacy among the overwhelmingly young Saudi population as much
as he promoted it outside the region too—for instance, during state visits to key
Western allies, which were usually preceded by concerted PR campaigns (Spanier
2018). Notwithstanding criticisms concerning the absence of political openings or
the sobering record of human rights violations inside the Kingdom, some of these
reforms have the potential to convey a broader vision of change in the region. The
Saudi-controlled pan-Arab media at least portrayed the Kingdom as a pacemaker
for reform, with the main rationale being that these initiatives were not just address-
ing Saudi issues but major challenges in the Middle East more generally (Al-Qawi‘i
2018; Al-Mugrin 2018).

For instance, the crown prince’s advances in the economic realm—including the
‘world’s most ambitious project’ Neom’ or ‘Vision 2030’, which received far greater
mention than comparable regional programmes in the media®—were implicitly

6 Note the intersection of different audiences here. Besides regional publics, these messages were also
directed at the domestic audience to consolidate the crown prince’s authority at home.

7 A planned transnational mega city and economic zone in Tabuk.

8 An Advanced Google Search conducted on 30 April 2018 on www.alarabiya.net yielded 7,460 results
for the Saudi Vision 2030 on al-Arabiya’s Arabic website and 101 results on its English one. In con-
trast, the Abu Dhabi Vision 2030 was mentioned once (Arabic; three results on the English website), the
Kuwait Vision 2035 twice (Arabic; no results on the English website). Note that the Saudi Vision 2030
was announced in April 2016, the Kuwait Vision 2035 in January 2017. The Abu Dhabi Vision 2030
dates back to 2007, while the Abu Dhabi Economic Vision 2030 was announced in March 2017. All
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or explicitly depicted as role models for economic reform that stood in contrast
to the long-standing inability of other regional regimes to address their economic
malaise (Al-Mazru‘i 2017; Al-Minshawi 2016). Furthermore, the intense coverage
of recent social and religious reforms such as the partial lifting of gender segrega-
tion, the introduction of cinemas or the announcement of a return to a moderate
from of Saudi Islam were addressing, and making the Saudi leadership palatable
to, those publics that have hitherto been critical of the Kingdom. These included
not only women and religious minorities but also the youth, and thus large parts of
the regional populace. It was therefore common practice in Saudi-dominated media
outlets to highlight Saudi reforms, to depict the Kingdom as a ‘youth force’ and
to discuss these characteristics against the backdrop of broader regional challenges
(Al-‘Awwad 2017; Al-Rumayhi 2017; Al-‘Utaybi 2015; Salih 2017).

Leadership through protection: Riyadh substantiated its claim to leadership by
vilifying its competitors and by promoting itself as the sole guardian against the
threats emanating from them. Much research has been done on the sectarian narra-
tives in the Saudi-controlled media that targeted Shiites, the Muslim Brotherhood
and their supporters—most notably Iran and Turkey (Yaghi 2017). These narratives
were complemented with reminders to the Arab audience of the non-Arab nature of
potential Iranian or Turkish hegemons, including reminiscences about past instances
of non-Arab rule by the Ottomans (Al-Sayyid 2018; Al-Zami‘ 2017) or the Safa-
wids (Matthiesen 2015: 8) over the region’s Arab core. Corresponding comments by
high-ranking policymakers such as Minister of Foreign Affairs ‘Adil al-Jubayr, who
asserted that MbS’s plan to transform Saudi Arabia into a powerful state was moti-
vated by his endeavour to contain a newly arising Persian Empire, were also pub-
lished (Al-Arabiya 2018); as were ones from MbS himself, who publicly referred to
Iran’s Supreme Leader ‘Ali Khamene'i as the ‘new Hitler of the Middle East’ (Al-
Arabiya 2017a) or warned of a ‘Muslim axis of evil’ consisting of Iran, Turkey and
the Muslim Brotherhood (Hussayn 2018). The key message was that the Kingdom
is the sole protector against regional evil, putting forth its ‘vision of light’ against
Iran’s ‘vision of darkness’ (Al-Arabiya 2018).

[lustrating followership: Leaders need followers, and followers make leaders.
Saudi-controlled media outlets therefore accentuated the Kingdom’s lead position
in approaching issues of regional and global relevance and detailed the number
and breadth of its supporters. One example was the reporting on the Saudi-initiated
Islamic Military Alliance to Fight Terrorism (IMAFT), founded December 2015,
which comprises 41 Muslim states. IMAFT was also a useful tool with which to
illustrate Saudi seriousness about countering terrorism and to demonstrate the
number of states willing to follow Riyadh’s call (e.g. Al-Arabiya 2017b). To facili-
tate positive coverage of the Saudi-led ‘Muslim NATO’ and to fend off criticism

Footnote 8 (continued)

reform programmes seek to diversify the economy and reduce its dependence on the oil sector. Search
terms: ‘Vision 2030’ (Arabic ‘ru’ya 2030’), ‘Abu Dhabi Vision 2030’ (Arabic ‘al-ru’ya al-iqtisadiyya
2030 li-imara Abu Dhabi’), ‘Kuwait Vision 2035 (Arabic ‘ru’ya al-Kuwait 2035); search period: 31 Jan-
uary 2017-1 February 2018.
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concerning, for instance, its participation in the Yemen war, Riyadh contracted the
leading international PR firm Burson-Marsteller (Merrill 2017). While there were a
number of other examples of Riyadh’s endeavour to illustrate its followership in and
beyond the region, the most revealing depiction of Saudi leadership in the media
was in connection to US President Donald Trump’s visit to the Kingdom in May
2017. State visits have been recognized as a significant public-diplomacy activ-
ity, and Trump’s visit was well suited to showcasing Riyadh’s leading position to a
regional and global audience—not only because it was his first-ever foreign trip as
president but also because 54 Muslim heads of state had accepted the invitation to
partake in the ‘Arab Islamic American Summit’ during Trump’s stay.

Ultimately, leaders deliver by convincing their followers that their goals coincide,
and that their methods of attaining these are the best way forward. In that sense, the
Saudi mediation strategies depicted above sought to reinforce the Kingdom’s lead-
ership claim. Yet when assessing Saudi Arabia’s proposed leadership, Middle East
states take its overall performance into consideration—including its use of hegem-
onic and imperial strategies. These rest, however, on imposition and coercion—
behaviours inherently counterproductive to establishing followership. If aspirant
leaders still apply such strategies regardless, they must either be framed as man-
datory and as beneficial to other states or downplayed and concealed. To this end,
public-diplomacy measures become indispensable. Concerning the following two
cases, the diplomatic row with Qatar and the war in Yemen, Saudi mediation efforts
towards Middle East publics relied on a mix of exactly these methods to balance the
undermining effects of its coercive strategies vis-a-vis the Saudi leadership claim.’
In both cases, however, strategic global publics were as important as regional ones,
since the geopolitical and economic ramifications of the conflicts could have easily
transcended regional borders. Moreover, in both cases the Kingdom depended on
the backing of crucial Western allies—most notably the USA. Therefore, I subse-
quently focus on the Saudi public-diplomacy strategies employed to influence strate-
gic global publics and, most importantly, to either win (the Qatar crisis) or not lose
(the Yemen war) US support.

Framing hegemonic strategies: the Qatar diplomatic row

Being among the more audacious foreign policy moves Saudi Arabia took between
2015 and 2018, the conflict with Qatar epitomized a hard hegemonic strategy. In
June 2017, a coalition involving the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt under
the leadership of Riyadh cut off diplomatic relations with Doha and, in a concerted
effort, imposed a land, air and sea blockade on the Gulf state. These measures aimed
to force Qatar to accept a 13-point ultimatum, with the list of demands including
stipulations that Doha ceases its support for Islamic terrorism, breaks its ties with

° For mediation strategies in the Yemen war, see Matthiesen and Sons (2016). Concerning the Qatar
conflict, Saudi-controlled media echoed the official reproaches. In October 2017, the crown prince stated
that the Qatar crisis was ‘a very, very, very minor problem for the Kingdom. We are committed to the
security of our country and far from [causing] any disturbances’ (Al-Hayat 2017).
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Iran and closes down Al Jazeera—the popular, Qatari-funded broadcaster and main
rival to a Saudi media monopoly in the region (Sciutto and Herb 2017). Qatar’s
regional policies had long been at odds with those of Saudi Arabia, and the con-
flict between the two eventually peaked in the aftermath of the 2011 Arab uprisings
when Doha stepped up its systematic support for the Muslim Brotherhood—thereby
overtly challenging the position of Riyadh and its most important Gulf ally, Abu
Dhabi.

The ultimatum sought to put an end to Doha’s independent foreign policy and to
force Qatar into accepting Riyadh’s supreme authority in regional affairs. The US
position in this historic feud, which essentially centred on ‘a substantial surrender of
[Qatar’s] national sovereignty’ (Sick 2017), was critical given that Qatar had been
a long-standing strategic US ally and host of the US Central Command’s Forward
Headquarter and the Combined Air Operations Center in addition to roughly 10,000
US forces. Getting the Trump administration to back, or at least not interfere with,
the Kingdom’s move against Doha was therefore paramount.

The blockade appeared to have US support at first. However, because the State
Department and large parts of Congress were concerned about the negative conse-
quences hereof for US interests, Riyadh attempted to influence strategic publics in
the US—to this end building on a complex infrastructure of local PR and lobby-
ing actors working on its behalf.!® Following Washington’s acceptance of the Iran
nuclear deal in 2015, more than two dozen lobbying and PR firms had registered
with the US Department of Justice (DOJ) under the Foreign Agents Registration
Act (FARA) to work for the Kingdom in discrediting Iran’s regional policies. These
lobbyists were also used to foster anti-Qatar sentiment, especially among US poli-
cymakers (Luck 2016). In this context, the Saudi American Public Relations For-
eign Affairs Committee (SAPRAC), a pro-Saudi organization registered in 2017
as a foreign agent (DOJ n.d.a), became publicly known in July 2017 for launching
anti-Qatar television ads, Twitter-based advocacy campaigns and for operating The
Qatar Insider—a website claiming to be ‘the comprehensive source for information
on the truth about Qatar’s funding, activities and support for terrorist and extreme
Islamist groups’.!! To favourably present Riyadh’s position in the Qatar row to US
journalists, think tanks and policymakers, SAPRAC additionally contracted the
Podesta Group, a Washington-based lobbying and PR firm, to exclusively focus on
Qatar and work on denigrating its image. The corresponding agreement between the
Podesta Group—commissioned to develop ‘supporting documents and other materi-
als as needed, such as fact sheets and profiles of Qatar’s support for and financing of
terrorism’ and to publicly foster ‘Saudi Arabia’s role as a regional and international
security leader’ (DOJ n.d.b: 15)—and SAPRAC reflected not only the Kingdom’s
agenda in the conflict in question but also its wider ambitions in the region.

10" Other institutions that joined in the anti-Qatar campaign included, for instance, the Saudi-funded Ara-
bia Foundation in Washington, D.C. See Arabia Foundation (2017).

11 See: https:/theqatarinsider.com/about-tqi/. Qatar responded by setting up its own website: https://liftt
heblockade.com/.
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A preliminary assessment of Saudi strategies up until October 2018 should stress
the limited effects of both the blockade and the PR efforts. Doha not only defied
Saudi demands but also grew closer to Iran and Turkey. Also, the campaign appears
to have had no impact on Washington’s stance in the conflict. On the contrary, Qatar
and the US renewed—indeed elevated—their strategic partnership (US Department
of State 2018). Whether the US’s unwillingness to support Riyadh’s position was
due to higher-ranking security interests, the quality of the Saudi campaign or that
of Qatar’s counter-campaign cannot be answered conclusively. Yet at an estimated
total cost of US$1.5 billion, Saudi PR efforts appear to have been inefficient from a
cost—benefit perspective (Hassan 2018).

Camouflaging imperial strategies: the war in Yemen

On 25 March 2015, Saudi Arabia unilaterally launched a military attack on Yemen
after proclaiming its determination to restore the rule of President ‘Abd Rabbo Man-
sur Hadi and to save its neighbour from the Houthi movement, which had by then
taken over large parts of the country. The military campaign was instantly joined
by a coalition of Arab states including Bahrain, Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco,
Qatar, Sudan and the UAE, with France, the UK and the USA providing logistical
support and arms. The Saudi intervention was unprecedented, and the clearest indi-
cation of Riyadh’s newly assertive regional policy—which has seen it not shy away
from using imperial strategies to attain its goals.

Several explanations have been offered for this. While some analysts have pointed
to the changes in Saudi leadership and the rise of MbS, seen as being behind the
intervention (Mazzetti and Hubbard 2016), the Saudi government from the outset
justified the war with claims of Iranian expansionism, portraying the Houthis as
proxies receiving orders and military support from Tehran. Although the war cer-
tainly boosted Iran’s involvement ex post, scholars have argued that Tehran’s back-
ing of the Houthis was negligible when hostilities first commenced (Juneau 2016)—
an assessment that was shared by the UN Panel of Experts on Yemen in 2017 (UN
Security Council 2017). The most compelling accounts hence interpret the (initial)
campaign as status-seeking behaviour, holding that Riyadh expected a quick mili-
tary victory and went to war ‘in order to assert and confirm its status as a leading
power in the region’ (Darwich 2018: 127; Darwich 2020).

Contrary to these expectations, however, the war soon came to undermine
Riyadh’s bid for greater prestige. Unable to achieve victory and demonstrate its
military credentials, it became stuck in a quagmire. The magnitude of civilian suf-
fering—prompted by the coalition’s indiscriminate air bombing and its near-total
blockade on food, medical and fuel supplies entering Yemen, leading to the ‘world’s
worst humanitarian crisis’ (UN Office at Geneva 2018)—not only threatened to hurt
Riyadh’s image as regional leader but also to jeopardize the support provided by its
Western allies, including the USA (de Luce and Gramer 2018). Whereas domesti-
cally and regionally the Kingdom relied on its media outlets to maintain popular
support, at the global level it sought to uphold the sovereignty of interpretation via
various public-diplomacy tactics. Among these, first, the ‘tactic of withdrawal’
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(Kunczik 2009: 785-786)—meaning the attempt to keep Yemen out of international
headlines by heavily restricting access to, or embedding,'? independent journalists—
was effective, as it reduced the coverage relative to that of, for instance, the war in
Syria (Nichols 2017).

Second, the Kingdom tried to dilute responsibility for the humanitarian crisis,
highlighting its aid to Yemen by, among other things, cooperating with prestigious
international aid agencies (McVeigh and Summers 2018)—a strategy that humani-
tarian organizations identified as a ‘war tactic’ (International Rescue Committee
2018). Third, in an attempt to mobilize anti-Iranian attitudes among Western policy-
makers, Riyadh sought to exaggerate Tehran’s role. Given the importance of Wash-
ington’s support, the Kingdom contracted PR firms to shape the narrative circulating
in the US about the war. In particular, the Qorvis MSLGROUP (DOIJ n.d.c) and
Brownstein Hyatt Farber Schreck, LLP (DOJ n.d.d) were tasked with promoting
Riyadh’s official reading of the war to Members of Congress and a wider US pub-
lic by concentrating on ‘Iranian aggression’ and providing information on ‘Saudi
humanitarian aid to the people of Yemen’ or efforts concerning the ‘reduction of
civilian casualties’. The extent to which this campaign actually influenced US deci-
sion-making or media coverage is impossible to measure. It is noteworthy, however,
that the conflict was predominantly framed as a proxy war in the media and that
‘Iran’s sinister activities in [...] Yemen’ were cited inter alia by Trump in justifying
his termination of the Iran nuclear deal in May 2018 (White House 2018).

Conclusion

In this article, I have examined the valorization of public diplomacy in regional lead-
ership struggles. The oft-suggested binary set of coercive and persuasive strategies
of aspirant leaders provides only an inchoate take on the empirical dynamics found
in many world regions. It is because they lack the necessary material and immaterial
power assets to exclusively embark on either strategy that aspirant leaders become
prone to resorting to a strategy mix combining elements of coercion and persua-
sion. Drawing on the regional powers literature, I have suggested that this mix may
include the use of imperial, hegemonic and leader strategies, and that aspirant lead-
ers may feel tempted—or indeed forced—to adopt these strategies simultaneously.
Because of the inconsistencies arising from simultaneously applying such antitheti-
cal policies, public diplomacy gains considerably in importance as a magnifying and
balancing tool amid this strategy mix.

The case study of Saudi regional policies under King Salman and his son MbS has
sought to discuss and elaborate on these arguments. Covering the period between the
former’s ascension to the throne in January 2015 and the murder of Jamal Khashoggi
in October 2018, it illustrated, first, how the mediation of Saudi domestic and for-
eign policies via Saudi-owned media outlets served to back up the Kingdom’s claim

12 See, for example, the reporting on the Saudi-held city of Ma'rib in a number of key international
media outlets such as The New York Times, Der Spiegel or Le Monde in late 2017 and early 2018.
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to regional leadership on the one hand and to balance the negative consequences of
its coercive strategies regarding this claim on the other. The analysis of the Qatar
crisis and the war in Yemen, respectively, focused on how Saudi public-diplomacy
strategies attempted to influence strategic global—and, most importantly, US—pub-
lics to win support for its hegemonic policies vis-a-vis Doha and its imperial poli-
cies towards Yemen. While Saudi public-diplomacy measures were multipronged in
both cases, Riyadh mainly capitalized on a complex infrastructure of PR campaigns
and lobbying actors in the Qatar crisis. Concerning its public-diplomacy strategies
towards Yemen, Saudi Arabia sought to manipulate the international news coverage
on the war by limiting journalists’ access and by highlighting its humanitarian assis-
tance to the country. Beyond this, the Kingdom drew on contracted PR companies to
direct international attention to Iranian involvement—also as a way to justify its own
role. In a nutshell, then, Saudi public diplomacy served three major purposes, all of
which were critical to supporting and maintaining the Kingdom’s bid for regional
leadership: the production and enlargement of a regional followership; the obfus-
cation of its imperial and hegemonic strategies; and the retaining and extension of
vital support from extra-regional actors, most importantly the USA.

Whereas some of this article’s findings may be peculiar to the latest Saudi for-
eign policies in and beyond the Middle East, there is a strong case for further future
research on the topic. As outlined, ambitious regional powers may not, for instance,
resort to military power but merely fluctuate between hegemonic and leader strate-
gies; they do not need to have the same amount of public-diplomacy resources or
the same choice of instruments as Saudi Arabia either. The public-diplomacy toolkit
has evolved rapidly, with its costs reduced and its large-scale strategic use ren-
dered more attractive to less wealthy actors—including non-state groups (Bos and
Melissen 2019). Yet as was pointed out at the outset, studies on cases such as India,
Indonesia, Nigeria, South Africa or Turkey concur in their recognition that public
diplomacy has become an increasingly vital tool for regional powers and aspirant
regional leaders. Further research on how public diplomacy is employed in conflict
dynamics other than those in the Middle East would therefore foster our theoretical
and empirical understanding of the formation and development of regional leader-
ship struggles.

Another avenue for further research arises from the emerging field of study on
the international dimensions of authoritarianism (e.g. Bank 2017; Hall and Ambro-
sio 2017; von Soest 2015). While the key interest guiding this research agenda ulti-
mately differs—i.e. authoritarian consolidation as opposed to regional leadership—
there are important overlaps with the study of regional leadership struggles. As has
been briefly discussed with respect to the AGC concept, both aspirant leaders and
autocracy promoters tend to embark on a strategy mix that calls for accompany-
ing public-diplomacy measures to win favour with target audiences at the domes-
tic, regional and international levels. Attracting these audiences, either by way of
actively promoting autocratic elements or by building international autocratic link-
ages, is generally regarded as essential for the survival of authoritarian regimes since
it facilitates ‘preferences for status quo politics both among international partners
and domestic constituencies’ (Tansey et al. 2017: 5). How autocratic protagonists
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strategically deploy public diplomacy to influence diverse audiences is a promising
pathway in future research on the international dimension of authoritarianism.
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