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CrossMask

The aim of the present study is to examine Israel’s foreign policy from the
constructivist perspective and its impact on Middle East security, with a focus on
Israel’s relations with Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran. To achieve this goal, the
required data were collected from primary and secondary sources through a library-
based note-taking method and analyzed descriptively. The constructivist approach,
emphasizing the role of identities, norms, and mutual perceptions in shaping foreign
policy, provides an appropriate framework for analyzing these relationships. The
findings of the study indicate that changes in the identity and foreign policy norms of
Saudi Arabia and Turkey have led to transformations in their relations with Israel.
Regarding Saudi Arabia, the emergence of shared threats and a shift in security
perceptions have created conditions for closer engagement with Israel, while the
change in Turkey’s foreign policy identity following the rise of the Justice and
Development Party has resulted in tensions with Israel. Concerning Iran, negative
mutual perceptions and normative conflict with Israel have generated a cycle of distrust
and heightened tensions, affecting the overall security of the region. The study
concludes that a deeper understanding of identity and normative dynamics in Israel’s
relations with these three countries can contribute to adopting more effective
approaches for managing tensions and enhancing regional security.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Israel’s foreign policy and its ramifications for Middle East security remain one of the most
complex and dynamic subjects in international relations scholarship. Historically shaped by existential
threat perceptions and a security-centered identity, Israel has navigated shifting alliances and antagonisms
across a region characterized by persistent volatility (Barnett, 1999; Barzegar & Qasemi, 2013). The present
research adopts the constructivist paradigm to investigate how non-material factors such as identity,
norms, and intersubjective perceptions shape Israel’s behavior toward three pivotal regional actors: Saudi
Arabia, Turkey, and the Islamic Republic of Iran. Constructivism, emerging as a critical corrective to
materialist and rationalist explanations, emphasizes that states do not act merely according to power
calculations or economic interests but through socially constructed understandings of “self” and “other”
(Adler, 2002; Wendt, 1999). In this view, security is not an objective condition but an intersubjective
structure produced by discourse, threat narratives, and historically embedded collective memories (Hopf,
1998; Price & Reus-Smit, 1998). This theoretical shift is especially pertinent to the Middle East, where
ideological contestations, religious legitimacy, and identity struggles shape both conflicts and alignments
(Moshirzadeh, 2012; Smith, 2002).

Constructivist scholarship has illuminated how post-Cold War transformations and globalization
redefined not only power distributions but also identity and security discourses (Moshirzadeh, 2004; Sa'ei,
2005). In the Israeli case, the state’s self-conception as a Jewish and democratic entity surrounded by
largely Muslim polities remains deeply influenced by historical trauma, particularly the Holocaust and
recurrent wars (Podeh, 2018; Salami, 2020). This security-centric identity underpins Israel’s doctrine of
maintaining qualitative military superiority and its tendency to securitize regional developments (Guzansky
& Marshall, 2020; Khorramshad & Sohrabi, 2020). Constructivism also clarifies how Arab and Islamic actors
interpret and re-interpret Israel. Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran each embody distinct identity narratives:
the Saudi monarchy’s custodianship of Islam’s holy sites, Turkey’s neo-Ottoman aspirations under the
Justice and Development Party, and Iran’s post-revolutionary Islamic and anti-Western ideology (Marcus,
2018; Moghaddam Dimeh, 2016; Motaghi, 2015). These identity positions do not remain static; they evolve
as domestic political transformations and external pressures reshape elites’ security imagination (Asadi,
2016; Schweller, 2016). The interplay of these dynamic self-perceptions with Israel’s own self-definition
explains both the emergence of pragmatic alignments and the persistence of enduring rivalries.

The study finds that Saudi-Israeli relations illustrate a remarkable case of pragmatic convergence
amid identity-based constraints. Shared threat perceptions vis-a-vis Iran’s regional projection and nuclear
ambitions have fostered unprecedented security coordination, ranging from intelligence exchange to
cautious public signaling of mutual interests (Goldberg, 2018; Graham, 2015). Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman’s revision of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy identity toward a more assertive and regionally
ambitious posture has further enabled quiet rapprochement (Guzansky, 2021; Navidi Niya & Moradi
Kelardah, 2021). Nevertheless, constructivism reveals why normalization remains incomplete: the
Palestinian question functions as a powerful normative anchor for Saudi identity as the self-proclaimed
leader of the Arab and Islamic world (Khorramshad & Sohrabi, 2020; Sohrabi & Jannati, 2015). Although
threat-based cooperation can override ideological distance temporarily, durable normalization requires
rearticulation of collective narratives regarding Palestine, regional legitimacy, and Arab solidarity (Barentt,
1999; Onuf, 1989).
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Turkey’s trajectory vis-a-vis Israel underscores how elite-driven identity transformation alters
long-standing security partnerships. During the 1990s, shared strategic calculations and Western
orientation enabled robust military and intelligence cooperation (Inbar, 2011; Kam, 2018). However, the
Justice and Development Party’s rise ushered in a “New Ottomanism,” emphasizing Islamic solidarity,
regional autonomy, and moral leadership in defending Palestinians (Haji Yasefi & Imani, 2011; Moradian,
2006). This normative shift culminated in crises such as the 2008-2009 Gaza war backlash and the 2010
Mavi Marmara incident, fracturing military ties and prompting diplomatic downgrades (Marcus, 2018;
Moshirzadeh & Mesbah, 2011). Yet constructivism also helps explain why ties have not collapsed
completely: Turkey’s pragmatic economic interests and Israel’s recognition of Turkey’s geostrategic
weight have sustained substantial trade and episodic diplomatic recalibration (Guzansky & Marshall, 2020;
Lindenstrauss, 2021). The case illustrates how identity contestations produce volatility but coexist with
material incentives, creating hybrid relationships marked by both confrontation and selective cooperation.

The Israeli—Iranian dyad exemplifies the deepest identity-based antagonism in the region. Before
1979, pragmatic security and intelligence cooperation flourished, but the Islamic Revolution’s ideological
rupture reframed Israel from a tacit partner into an existential adversary (Abbasi Ashlaghi & Farrokhi, 2009;
Abdollahkhani, 2004). Iran’s revolutionary narrative positioned Israel as the spearhead of Western
imperialism and oppression of Muslims, while Israel’s strategic doctrine recast Iran as its most dangerous
foe due to ideological intransigence and support for non-state armed actors (Godarzi et al., 2022; Khodaverdi
et al., 2022). The ensuing reciprocal threat construction has fueled a protracted security dilemma: Israeli
lobbying for international sanctions, cyber and covert operations against Iran’s nuclear infrastructure, and
Iran’s asymmetric deterrence strategy through proxies such as Hezbollah (Moshirzadeh, 2012; Sultani et al.,
2022). Constructivist analysis demonstrates how persistent negative “othering” locks both states into
cycles of hostility, where military build-up and securitized rhetoric reinforce each other, marginalizing
diplomatic off-ramps (Hopf, 1998; Price & Reus-Smit, 1998).

By applying constructivism to Israel’s interactions with Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Iran, this study
highlights how identity politics and normative shifts underpin regional security complexities more
effectively than power-based models alone. The findings show that security in the Middle East is not
merely the product of material capabilities or alliance structures but emerges from intersubjective
processes, evolving threat narratives, and contested legitimacy claims (Adler, 2002; Wendt, 2006).
Understanding this dimension has practical implications: it reveals why Saudi—Israeli ties can advance
quietly yet face normative ceilings; why Turkish—Israeli frictions fluctuate rather than stabilize; and why
Israeli—Iranian hostility persists despite occasional tactical pragmatism. For policymakers, acknowledging
the symbolic and identity-driven nature of threats may enable confidence-building beyond military
deterrence—such as reframing threat perceptions, promoting regional dialogues that engage with
historical grievances, and integrating societal-level discourse shifts. Academically, this research
contributes to bridging security studies and Middle Eastern area scholarship by showing how
constructivism operationalizes intangible variables like identity and norms in empirical regional analysis
(Barzegar & Qasemi, 2013; Moshirzadeh, 2012).
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