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Abstract

This study examines the challenges and opportunities facing the
diplomatic apparatus of the Islamic Republic of Iran in its relations
with Saudi Arabia, Turkey, and Israel during the period 2005-2021.
The main question is why the capacity of Iran’s diplomatic apparatus
to influence relations with these three regional actors has not been
uniform. The study hypothesizes that differences in diplomatic
performance are not merely a function of the intensity of external
threats; rather, they result from the interaction among the nature of
Iran’s relationship with each counterpart, the extent of shared
interests, the degree of securitization of each case, and the position of
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs within the foreign-policy decision-
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making structure. The research adopts a qualitative, analytical-
comparative approach based on the analysis of documents, official
positions, and library sources, while employing neoclassical realism as
its theoretical framework. The findings indicate that, in the case of
Turkey, the continuity of formal diplomatic channels, economic
interdependence, and the possibility of separating areas of
disagreement from those of cooperation created greater room for
diplomatic action. In the Saudi case, the securitization of rivalry and
the rupture of formal relations constrained diplomacy, although the
possibility of returning to negotiations remained. In contrast, in the
case of Israel, the absence of formal relations and the dominance of
security considerations largely confined the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs to indirect and multilateral diplomacy.

Keywords: Diplomatic apparatus, neoclassical realism, Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, Israel

Introduction

The period between 2005 and 2021 was one of the most turbulent
phases in the regional environment surrounding the Islamic Republic
of Iran. The aftermath of the US intervention in Iraq, the Arab
uprisings, the Syrian and Yemeni conflicts, the intensification of the
Iranian nuclear dispute, the conclusion and subsequent weakening of
the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, and the expansion of Israel’s
ties with several Arab states substantially reshaped regional
alignments. Within this changing environment, Iran faced three
markedly different patterns of interaction with Saudi Arabia, Turkey,
and Israel. Relations with Saudi Arabia were characterized by intense
geopolitical and security rivalry, compounded by ideological and
sectarian dimensions. Relations with Turkey combined competition
with sustained cooperation, particularly in the economic, energy, and
border-security spheres. Relations with Israel, in contrast, were shaped
by structural confrontation, the absence of formal diplomatic relations,
and a high degree of securitization.The central problem of this study is
therefore not simply how Iran behaved toward these three actors, but
why the capacity of its diplomatic apparatus varied across the three
cases. The study argues that foreign policy should not be equated with
the performance of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Iran’s regional
policies emerge from a broader and multi-layered decision-making
structure in which political, security, military, and ideological
institutions  participate with varying degrees of influence.
Accordingly, the main research question asks why Iran’s diplomatic
apparatus possessed greater room for maneuver in some regional
relationships than in others. The hypothesis is that diplomatic
effectiveness depends on the interaction among external pressures, the
nature of bilateral relations, the existence of shared interests, the
degree of securitization, and the domestic distribution of authority in
foreign-policy decision-making.
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Materials and Methods

This research adopts a qualitative, analytical-comparative approach.
The empirical material consists of official documents, public
statements by Iranian officials, scholarly literature, and relevant
policy-oriented studies concerning Iran’s relations with Saudi Arabia,
Turkey, and Israel between 2005 and 2021. Rather than organizing the
analysis according to successive Iranian administrations, the study
compares the three cases within a common analytical
framework.Neoclassical realism provides the theoretical foundation of
the study. This approach links systemic pressures to domestic
intervening variables and foreign-policy outcomes. Accordingly, the
analysis is conducted at three interconnected levels. The first level
concerns external and regional pressures, including changes in the
balance of power, regional conflicts, alliance formation, and the
policies of extra-regional powers. The second level addresses
domestic intervening variables, especially elite perceptions,
institutional coordination, the degree of securitization of each policy
file, and the relative authority of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The
third level concerns diplomatic outcomes, including the continuity or
breakdown of official channels, the management of conflict, the use of
multilateral diplomacy, and the ability to exploit areas of common
interest.

Discussion

The comparative analysis reveals three distinct patterns. In the Turkish
case, diplomatic engagement benefited from continuous official
relations, significant economic interdependence, energy cooperation,
and shared concerns over territorial stability and separatism. Even
during severe disagreements over Syria and regional influence, the
two countries maintained political dialogue and later participated in
multilateral mechanisms such as the Astana process. The principal
achievement of diplomacy in this case was therefore not the
elimination of conflict, but the management of competition without
the collapse of the broader relationship.Relations with Saudi Arabia
followed a different trajectory. Rivalry expanded across Iraq, Bahrain,
Syria, and Yemen and became increasingly securitized. The rupture of
diplomatic relations in 2016 significantly reduced the institutional
tools available to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Nevertheless, unlike
the Israeli case, the possibility of negotiation was never structurally
eliminated. Indirect contacts and the later Baghdad talks demonstrated
that diplomatic re-engagement remained possible when the costs of
continued confrontation increased.The Israeli case represented the
most structurally constrained environment for Iranian diplomacy.
Because Iran does not maintain formal diplomatic relations with
Israel, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs lacked conventional bilateral
instruments. Moreover, the nuclear issue, Syria, Lebanon, missile
deterrence, and relations with non-state actors were highly securitized
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and involved institutions beyond the Ministry’s direct authority. As a
result, diplomacy was primarily indirect, multilateral, and focused on
managing the international environment of the conflict rather than
managing a bilateral relationship.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the effectiveness of Iran’s diplomatic
apparatus cannot be explained solely by the level of external threat. Its
capacity is shaped by the interaction between systemic pressures and
domestic institutional conditions. Where formal channels remain
open, shared interests are significant, and disagreements can be
separated from cooperation, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs enjoys
greater room for maneuver. Where relations become heavily
securitized and decision-making shifts toward security institutions,
diplomacy becomes more constrained and reactive.Accordingly, the
three cases represent three different models: managed competition
within cooperation in the case of Turkey, securitized rivalry with a
residual capacity for negotiation in the case of Saudi Arabia, and
structural confrontation dominated by indirect and multilateral
diplomacy in the case of Israel. The central analytical implication is
that evaluating Iranian diplomacy requires a clear distinction between
the broader foreign policy of the Islamic Republic and the specific
institutional capacity of its diplomatic apparatus.
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