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Abstract
This thesis explores the paradoxical deepening of political and economic relations between the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia, despite the Dutch state's acknowledgment and condemnation of Saudi human rights violations. Utilizing structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism as theoretical frameworks, the thesis aims to fill a gap in contemporary understanding of Dutch interactions with states characterized by complex normative and geopolitical dynamics. Through a qualitative document analysis with elements of process tracing, the findings reveal that structural realism provides a more robust explanation, highlighting that Dutch-Saudi cooperation is primarily driven by pragmatic considerations of economic resilience and security, rather than normative alignment. Neoliberal institutionalism offers some insights into mutual economic benefits, but fails to account for the dominant security-driven motivations. The thesis also exposes a broader issue concerning the value of human rights within Western states, suggesting these principles are often used selectively when geopolitically convenient, thus challenging the authenticity of their commitment. By critically analyzing Dutch foreign policy through these theoretical lenses, this research contributes to the academic discourse on Western-Middle Eastern relations and the intricate balance between national interests, international obligations, and ethical considerations in contemporary foreign policy.
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[bookmark: _jbtdepvq3rwa][bookmark: _Toc169896371]Introduction
This thesis shines a light on the Netherlands' foreign trade policy towards Saudi Arabia, particularly in the context of human rights. Recent developments such as, Saudi Arabia's designation as a 'priority market' in the 2022 Dutch Foreign Trade Policy and Development Memorandum, the signing of an Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in the field of energy in May 2023 and the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs' financial commitments to Dutch companies for the NEOM megaproject have brought this issue to the fore. The focus of this thesis is on the juxtaposition between increased economic and political engagements and the Netherlands' stance on human rights violations in Saudi Arabia (Kotkamp, 2023; Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, 2023; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022; Middle East Monitor, 2023). The foreign and domestic human rights violations in Saudi Arabia have gained international attention with significant concerns being raised, particularly due to its involvement in the Yemen conflict, which has resulted in a widespread humanitarian crisis, and the ongoing repression within its own borders, including the arbitrary detention of activists (Al-Faqih et al., 2023; Amnesty International, 2023a; Almutawakel et al., 2023)
The Netherlands has made it clear that it wants to honor its commitment to the protection and promotion of human rights globally, as outlined in their participation in the United Nations Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-b). Additionally, the Netherlands has passed legislation requiring Dutch companies to adhere to due diligence in the Internationally Responsible Business Conduct (RBC) standards when doing business abroad (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-a). Where the conflict lies however is the fact that numerous human rights groups, such as Amnesty International, have pointed out that these commitments have not been met and the Dutch state has put little effort into the implementation and protection of these commitment when it comes to their trade relations with Saudi Arabia (Amnesty International, 2018; Amnesty International, 2023b; Amnesty International, 2024; Kotkamp, 2023) Even more so, it appears that the Dutch state has given Saudi Arabia a form of special treatment regarding its human rights violations, in comparison to other countries (Amnesty International, 2023b). This differential approach and the tightening of economic and political relations raises important questions about the consistency and application of human rights standards in the context of the Netherlands foreign trade policies.
This thesis will examine how these two seemingly contradictory stances are reconciled within Dutch Foreign trade policy. The research question will therefore be:
Why does the Dutch state persist in deepening political and economic relations with Saudi Arabia, despite its acknowledgment and condemnation of human rights violations perpetrated by the Saudi state?
This case will be explored using structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism as theoretical frameworks. Existing literature on this subject portrays a foreign policy ethos, emphasizing the delicate balance between economic imperatives, security concerns, and normative values. Structural realist frameworks suggest that national interests, particularly economic and security considerations, drive Dutch engagement on the global stage, while neoliberal institutionalist perspectives underscore the importance of international cooperation and the promotion of normative values. However, there is a noticeable gap in contemporary understanding of Dutch interactions with specific states, notably states like Saudi Arabia, which present complex dynamics due to their controversial human rights records and geopolitical significance. This thesis therefore aims to fill this gap by providing a critical analysis of Dutch-Saudi relations through the theoretical lenses of structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism, shedding light on the extent to which these perspectives explain Dutch-Saudi foreign policy decisions.
The findings indicate that structural realism offers a stronger explanatory framework for the increasing cooperation between the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia than neoliberal institutionalism. This cooperation is primarily driven by the Netherlands' need for economic resilience and security, especially following the COVID-19 crisis and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Aligning with Saudi Arabia secures vital resources and enhances geopolitical influence. While neoliberal institutionalism highlights mutual economic benefits and interdependence, it fails to account for the security-driven motivations. Therefore, structural realism more comprehensively explains the Netherlands' pragmatic and security-oriented alignment with Saudi Arabia.	
These findings are derived from the employment of a qualitative document analysis integrated with theory-testing process tracing. By examining official statements, policy documents, trade agreements, trade data, news articles, academic literature, and human rights reports, the analysis identifies causal mechanisms and tests theoretical propositions derived from structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism. 
The scientific relevance of this thesis lies in its critical examination of the complexities within Dutch foreign trade policy, particularly in relation to Saudi Arabia, against the backdrop of the evolving international system and human rights advocacy. By filling a notable gap in contemporary scholarship, this thesis sheds light on the interplay between economic interests, security concerns, and the promotion of human rights, by offering an investigation into the case of Dutch-Saudi relations (Van Willigen, 2021). It tests the theoretical frameworks of neoliberal institutionalism and structural realism in a contemporary context, thus providing valuable insights into the actions of countries deeply embedded in the international system, like the Netherlands, as they navigate their foreign policy amidst competing interests and values (Arts et al., 2011; Broeke, 2016). This thesis not only enriches the academic discourse on Western-Middle Eastern relations by exploring the strategic calculations and interdependencies that characterize these engagements, but also contributes to the global academic discussion on the advocacy and protection of international human rights standards by Western countries (Cardenas, 2004). In doing so, it enhances our understanding of how such nations balance their international obligations with economic and security interests, thereby expanding the literature on how countries integrated into the international system through alliances like the EU and NATO conduct their foreign policies in the evolving geopolitical landscape (Andeweg et al., 2020). This thesis will also contribute to the contemporary literature on Dutch foreign policy by offering a comprehensive analysis of its economic relations with Saudi Arabia, a subject previously underexplored. Through examining the contradictions in balancing economic gains with human rights advocacy, it provides a critical insight into the considerations that underlie the Netherlands' international engagements. By situating Dutch-Saudi relations within the broader frameworks of neoliberal institutionalism and structural realism, this thesis not only details the specific case of Dutch foreign policy, but also adds depth to our understanding of how such theoretical frameworks apply to contemporary foreign policy decisions (Casla, 2018; Hyde-Price, 2008). Consequently, this thesis enriches the discourse on the Netherlands' role and strategies within the international system, presenting a perspective on the complex interplay between national interests, international obligations, and ethical considerations in the formulation of foreign policy. 
The societal relevance of this thesis extends beyond academic circles, touching upon the ethical quandaries that permeate the everyday lives of citizens within Western democracies. By scrutinizing the Dutch foreign trade policies with Saudi Arabia, this thesis exposes the intricate contradictions that arise when national interests collide with global human rights norms. It prompts a critical reflection among the populace regarding the ethical implications of their state's foreign policies, challenging the notion of unassailable moral high ground often attributed to Western nations. There appears to be a prevailing normative dissonance within the populus of Western nations where the citizens often regard their respective states to be normatively superior compared to others.
Furthermore, this thesis contributes to a broader understanding of the implications of foreign policy decisions on the global perception of Western democracies. It interrogates the extent to which these policies align with the democratic values and human rights standards they profess to uphold, thus offering a platform for public discourse on the authenticity of Western commitment to human rights advocacy. This investigation into Dutch-Saudi relations serves as a mirror reflecting the complexities and compromises inherent in international relations, encouraging a more informed and critical public dialogue about the role of ethics in foreign policy. By laying bare the juxtaposition between declared values and practical actions, this thesis also holds the potential to influence policy formulation and communication. It provides policymakers with an analysis of the consequences of their decisions, emphasizing the importance of ethical considerations in maintaining a consistent and credible foreign policy stance. This thesis, therefore, not only enriches the academic discourse on international relations and human rights but also serves as a timely intervention in the public debate on the ethical dimensions of foreign policy. In doing so, it seeks to bridge the gap between scholarly analysis and public understanding, fostering a more ethically informed and engaged citizenry. Through its comprehensive examination of the Dutch approach to foreign trade with Saudi Arabia, this thesis sheds light on the broader dilemma faced by Western nations as they navigate international politics, economics, and ethics. Consequently, it makes a significant contribution to the societal discourse on the reconcilability of economic interests with the imperative to uphold human rights, offering insights that are both academically and socially relevant.
Following the introduction, where the complex nature of this case is established, Chapter 1 will consist of the literature review where the current academic discourse on the case itself and within the context of the theories of structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism are analyzed. This review will critically evaluate existing scholarly work, identify gaps in the research, and set the stage for applying these theoretical frameworks to the case at hand, thereby establishing the foundation for the hypotheses developed in subsequent chapters. Chapter 2 delves into the theories of structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism, applying these frameworks to the case at hand and deriving theoretical hypotheses. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology employed for this thesis, transforming the theoretical hypotheses into testable, operational hypotheses. In Chapter 4, a detailed examination of the case is presented, followed by an empirical analysis to evaluate the impact of the independent variables according to each theory. The final chapter, Chapter 5, presents the conclusions drawn from the empirical findings, discusses the limitations and contributions of this thesis, and explores avenues for future research, summing up the key insights gained.
[bookmark: _sk1pjhlt4i4k][bookmark: _Toc169896372]Chapter 1: Literature review
[bookmark: _Hlk169883466]The exploration of the academic discourse begins with a historical backdrop provided by Andeweg et al. (2020), who trace the evolution of Dutch neutrality post-World War II, shaped by its integration into Western alliances. This historical context is essential for understanding the Netherlands' contemporary foreign policy ethos, which Van Willigen (2021) articulates as a delicate balance between economic imperatives, security needs, and a commitment to normative values. Van Willigen situates the Dutch approach within a framework which suggests that economic and security concerns coexist with idealistic values, a perspective that has remained consistent over the last three decades. However, while these studies establish a broad understanding of Dutch foreign policy, they tend to focus primarily on European and NATO contexts, with less emphasis on contemporary interactions with Middle Eastern states like Saudi Arabia. This gap is significant given Saudi Arabia's controversial human rights record and its role in the geopolitical landscape.
Further analysis reveals a nuanced evolution in the perception of human rights within international relations, examined through structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism (Casla, 2018; Hyde-Price, 2008; Perean, 2013). Traditionally, structural realists have dismissed normative values such as human rights, focusing instead on state security as the ultimate goal (Casla, 2018). Yet, modern structural realists recognize the strategic utility of promoting human rights, especially for hegemonic powers like the U.S., to maintain regional stability and extend their influence (Perean, 2012). This shift, however, highlights a gap in the research concerning non-hegemonic states like the Netherlands and their approach to human rights in contemporary international contexts. Conversely, neoliberal institutionalists argue that human rights commitments are fundamental for fostering international cooperation and building trust among nations (Devitt, 2011; Keohane, 2012; Petrasek; 2019). Critics of neoliberal institutionalism point out that this worldview is challenged as emerging global powers rise, leading to a decline in the liberal institutional order and a decrease in human rights advocacy (Hyde-Price, 2008). This complex interaction between changing global power dynamics and human rights advocacy suggests that geopolitical developments may redefine norms and the effectiveness of international human rights mechanisms. This discussion sets the stage for examining how these theoretical frameworks apply to Dutch foreign policy, particularly in its relations with Saudi Arabia.
Arts et al. (2011) offer a strategic reorientation of Dutch foreign policy to address the changing landscape of international relations, suggesting that economic and security interests often trump idealistic concerns, aligning with the structural realist assertion that states prioritize national interests. This strategic imperative is critical for understanding the Netherlands' pragmatic engagement on the global stage. Broeke (2016) builds on this by emphasizing the importance of economic relations in Dutch foreign policy, positing that these ties are crucial for navigating the complexities of the international system. This viewpoint underscores the pragmatic underpinnings of Dutch engagement with Saudi Arabia and complements the structural realist perspective. Additionally, it opens avenues for exploring how neoliberal institutionalist perspectives might manifest in Dutch foreign policy, particularly in potentially leveraging trade and diplomatic engagement to influence reforms in Saudi Arabia.
On the theme of human rights within Dutch foreign policy, Jägers & van der Heijden (2008) explore the feasibility of civil recourse in the Netherlands against corporations for human rights violations, highlighting the challenges of toxic waste colonialism and the limitations of national legal frameworks in addressing corporate human rights abuses. Baehr et al. (2002) scrutinize the Dutch state's commitment to human rights in its foreign policy, revealing how economic, political, and strategic considerations often temper the country's human rights advocacy. Their analysis, through case studies involving countries with contentious human rights records, provides a critical backdrop for assessing the Netherlands' engagement with Saudi Arabia. Building on this, Cardenas (2004) delves into the broader theoretical debates concerning the efficacy of international human rights pressure on state behavior. This discussion addresses why states sometimes abstain from compliance with international human rights norms despite significant external pressures, offering a stage for analyzing the Dutch-Saudi relations through the lenses of structural realism and liberal institutionalism.
In sum, the existing literature on Dutch foreign policy provides a solid foundation for understanding its multi-faceted approach to international relations, characterized by a blend of structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism. This blend in Dutch foreign policy, as discussed in the existing literature, reflects a pragmatic synthesis of strategic interests and ethical norms. Structural realism emphasizes the prioritization of national security and economic interests, guiding the Netherlands' interactions on the global stage, especially in terms of its strategic engagements, such as with Saudi Arabia. Neoliberal institutionalism, on the other hand, introduces elements of human rights advocacy and international cooperation, which aim to influence reforms and promote stability through diplomatic and trade engagements. This academic discourse highlights the Netherlands’ foreign policy as a fluid integration of these theories, adapting to both regional dynamics and global shifts in power. However, there is a discernible gap in the specific application of these principles to the Dutch-Saudi relationship. This thesis presents an opportunity to fill this gap by providing a contemporary critical analysis of the extent to which structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism can explain the Netherlands' engagement with Saudi Arabia.
[bookmark: _2ob0mfsjvtom][bookmark: _Toc169896373]Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc169896374]2.1 Structural realism
Realism, a central theory in international relations, has deep philosophical roots that trace back to the insights of ancient Greek philosopher Thucydides and 14th century philosopher Machiavelli, and has evolved into a variety of branches over the centuries, each extending from a core set of principles. Thucydides, in his History of the Peloponnesian War, notably through the Melian Dialogue, vividly illustrates classical realism by depicting the Athenians’ argument that power dictates justice, highlighting the relentless human quest for power where he argues that the strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must (Lomia, 2020, pp. 592-593). Similarly, Machiavelli in The Prince echoes this ethos, advising that states must aggressively pursue power in the anarchic international arena to secure their survival and prosperity, reinforcing the idea that power politics are central to international relations (Lomia, 2020, pp. 593-594). Building on these foundational views, realism has developed into a pivotal theory that asserts states are the primary actors in international affairs, acting as cohesive, rational entities driven by the imperative to maximize utility, with the ultimate goal of survival. This necessitates the crafting of foreign policies aimed at strategically navigating the anarchic nature of the international system to advance state interests. The emphasis on survival through power management underscores the significance of power politics within the realist framework, providing a theoretical lens through which to analyze the motivations and actions of states in a competitive global arena (Lomia, 2020).
Building on the foundational insights of realism, Hans Morgenthau in the mid-20th century further advanced the discourse on power dynamics in international relations by being one of the core authors of classical realism. Deeply influenced by thinkers like Reinhold Niebuhr and Thomas Hobbes, Morgenthau reaffirmed the inescapable role of power as a central element in the international arena (Lomia, 2020). He asserted, "the struggle for power is universal in time and space and is an undeniable fact of experience" (Morgenthau & Thompson, 1993, p. 36). This perspective sees the drive for power as rooted deeply in human nature, which Morgenthau views negatively, critiquing contemporary beliefs in the benevolent capacities of reason and science to control social behaviors (Morgenthau, 1946, p. 165). Morgenthau aligns with Hobbes in considering feelings of insecurity a fundamental human condition, driving the relentless pursuit of power as a means to mitigate these insecurities. He argues that the "will to power" emerging from this insecurity inevitably leads to conflict and moral compromises (Morgenthau, 1946, pp. 166-167). Within the state-centric system of international relations, Morgenthau's realism emphasizes that states mirror these human traits, acting primarily out of self-interest with survival and power as their ultimate goals. This perspective supports a view of international politics as a domain devoid of overarching moral or legal authority, effectively a 'jungle' where only the laws of power prevail. Moreover, Morgenthau delineated six principles of political realism that guide understanding of international politics. These include: the governance of politics by objective laws that reflect rational theories; the autonomy of politics from economics and personal morality; the formulation of national interests within specific political and cultural contexts; the distinct nature of political ethics from universal moral principles; the impossibility of one nation imposing its aspirations on others; and a fundamentally pessimistic view of human nature at the core of international politics (Morgenthau & Thompson, 1993, pp. 3-4). These principles underscore realism's enduring emphasis on the competitive, anarchic nature of international relations, where power and security dominate state behaviors.
As a response to Hans Morgenthau's classical realism, which emphasizes the inherent self-interest and power-seeking nature of states, Kenneth N. Waltz developed structural realism, also known as neo-realism, which introduces a more systemic approach to understanding international relations. In his seminal work, Theory of International Politics, Waltz (1979) argues that the primary structure of the international system itself, characterized by anarchy, compels states to prioritize their security above all else (Waltz, 1979, p. 118). This marks a shift from Morgenthau’s focus on human nature to a broader analysis of the international structure that shapes state behavior. Waltz asserts that unlike classical realism, which sees power acquisition as an end in itself, structural realism posits that the pursuit of power is a means to an end, securing state survival. The anarchic nature of the international system forces states to act in ways that ensure their own security (Waltz, 1979, p. 118). This theory introduces the concept of defensive realism, where states focus on maintaining their position within the system rather than maximizing power at all costs (Waltz, 1979, p. 126). Furthermore, Waltz’s theory is built on the premise that their actions are determined by their positions within the anarchic international system (Waltz, 1979, p. 100). This structural view contrasts with Morgenthau’s emphasis on the moral and psychological traits of statesmen and the internal attributes of states. By focusing on the enduring anarchic nature of the international system, Waltz’s structural realism provides a more depersonalized and systematic framework for analyzing international relations, emphasizing the constraints imposed by the structure of the international system on state behavior (Waltz, 1979, p. 118). Waltz emphasizes that changes in the international system determine state behavior. This suggests that states do not operate in isolation but are deeply influenced by the structural dynamics of the international system. As such, states tailor their policies based on an assessment of their interests, combined with the behavioral options their power positions in the system afford them (Waltz, 1979, p. 118). This understanding leads to the recognition that the behavior of states and the outcomes of their interests vary according to the structure of the international system and the positions states occupy within it. For example, states that are highly interdependent economically due to globalization are inherently weaker and, therefore, can exert less power compared to more autonomous states. This dependency shapes their foreign policy choices, often leading them to adopt strategies that enhance their security and economic interests within the constraints of their material capabilities (Waltz, 2000, p. 15). The material capabilities are described as the tangible assets and resources a state possesses that determine its power. These include economic wealth, military strength, population size, technological advancement, and natural resources (Waltz, 2000, p. 31). Waltz argued that these capabilities are crucial in understanding the balance of power in the international system, as they influence a state's ability to defend itself, exert influence, and achieve its national interests. 
Since Waltz`s structural realism asserts that states prioritize security above all else, influence of security risks on state behavior is particularly important. For instance, if State A faces a security threat, it might seek to enhance its foreign economic relations with State B, despite existing normative differences between them. This behavior can be understood through the lens of structural realism, which posits that states act within the material restrictions available to them. Thus, State A's move to strengthen ties with State B can be seen as a strategic decision to mitigate security risks through economic alliances, prioritizing survival and security within its material capabilities. This leads to the first theoretical hypothesis of structural realism:
H1: State A increasingly cooperates with state B, despite normative differences, due to direct perceived security threats. This leads to a reevaluation of economic alliances within the range of its material capabilities.
[bookmark: _Hlk168744266]Here the driving force behind the state A`s engagement with state B is a pragmatic response to external security pressures, highlighting the primary role of survival and security in state behavior as posited by structural realism. The dynamics of this relationship can provide a comprehensive view of how states navigate complex international landscapes, balancing normative ideals with pragmatic security, economic needs and material capabilities. This approach not only aligns with the tenets of structural realism but also offers a concrete framework for analyzing contradictions in foreign trade policy, especially considering the tension between economic interests and human rights commitments.
In the anarchic international system, states seek to ensure their survival and enhance their security by aligning with more powerful states, a behavior known as band-wagoning. This strategic alignment allows states to benefit from another state's power, resources, and influence, thereby enhancing their own economic and geopolitical standing within the system (Waltz, 1979, pp. 126-128; Waltz, 2000, pp. 38-39). The theory of structural realism posits that states, driven by the need to maximize their security and maintain their position within the international hierarchy, will choose band-wagoning when the costs of opposing a stronger power are too high or when the benefits of alignment are substantial. Band-wagoning is particularly attractive when it promises significant economic and strategic returns, as states leverage the relationship to secure economic opportunities and increased political influence (Waltz, 1979, pp. 126-128; Waltz, 2000, pp. 38-39). This behavior underscores the pragmatic calculations of states in an anarchic environment, where power dynamics and strategic interests drive international cooperation. Therefore, the second theoretical hypothesis is as follows: 
H2: State A increasingly cooperates with state B, despite normative differences, as a strategy of strategic band-wagoning to align with a stronger power for economic benefits and geopolitical influence within the international system.

The primary distinction between the two hypotheses lies in the underlying motivations driving state cooperation. The first hypothesis asserts that cooperation is driven by direct perceived security threats, compelling a state to reevaluate and strengthen its economic alliances to mitigate these risks within the constraints of its material capabilities. This hypothesis underscores the prioritization of survival and security over other considerations, suggesting that states may override normative disparities to form alliances that address immediate security concerns. In contrast, the second hypothesis posits that states engage in cooperation as a strategy of band-wagoning to align with a stronger power, thereby securing broader economic benefits and geopolitical influence within the international system. This hypothesis emphasizes the pragmatic calculations of states seeking to enhance their standing by leveraging the power and resources of a more dominant state, irrespective of normative differences. Therefore, while H2 focuses on the strategic benefits of aligning with powerful states, H1 highlights the imperative of addressing direct security threats through pragmatic economic partnerships.
[bookmark: _dqe9pbcpurjy][bookmark: _Toc169896375]2.2 Neoliberal institutionalism
Neoliberal institutionalism is a branch of liberal international relations theory that fundamentally reinterprets realist perspectives on state interactions and global governance. Originally inspired by the philosophical insights of Immanuel Kant, this theory posits that lasting peace and international security are achievable through the establishment and maintenance of robust international institutions and comprehensive legal frameworks. Kant's vision suggested that such structures could transcend the anarchic nature of the international system by fostering cooperation over conflict (Johnson & Heiss, 2018, p. 3). Building on these foundational ideas, Robert Keohane & Joseph Nye (1977) significantly advanced neoliberal institutionalism in their seminal work, Power and Interdependence: World Politics in Transition. Here, Keohane & Nye presented a critique of the realist paradigm, which prioritizes military and economic might as the primary influences on international relations. Instead, they argued that the world is characterized by complex interdependence where multiple channels of interaction in political, economic, and societal spheres reduce the probability of conflict and enhance the stability of international relations (Keohane & Nye, 1977, pp. 19-21). Their analysis suggested that in an interdependent world, power is diffused across various actors and issues, which necessitates cooperation and coordination in the form of regimes to achieve favorable outcomes. Further elaborating on these concepts, Keohane's (1984) work, After Hegemony, delves deeper into the effects of regimes. A regime is generally understood as principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures around which actor expectations converge (Krasner, 1982, p. 185; Nye, 1987, p. 732). Drawing upon Krasner's notions of regimes, Keohane illustrates how these structures are critical in fostering cooperative behavior among states. He articulates that through regimes, states can effectively pursue their interests in the global arena without resorting to coercion or dominance, thus facilitating a more stable and predictable international order (Keohane, 1984, pp. 63–64).
Regimes therefore play a pivotal role in enhancing relationships between actors by instituting norms, laws, and decision-making frameworks that not only reduce conflicts but also bolster cooperation. This is built on the foundation of complex mutual interdependence that actors share with one another, a notion central to the neoliberal institutionalist ideology (Keohane, 1984, pp. 63–64). Keohane and Nye articulate the concept of complex interdependence as the sensitivity and dependency of transnational actors on each other's needs and actions, highlighting their vulnerability (Keohane & Nye, 1977, pp. 20–24). According to neoliberal institutionalism, an increase in economic interdependence among actors can aid in the development of a regime. Various kinds of regimes can emerge in this context, such as economic regimes including trade agreements, security regimes, and monetary regimes. The formation of these regimes is often driven by the anticipation that they will enhance the conditions for all involved parties. In scenarios where independent actions by actors might lead to less favorable outcomes, rational actors are likely to pursue cooperative strategies that improve the prospects for all, thereby fostering greater interdependence and leading to regime creation (Bradford, 2007, p. 3). This leads to the first hypothesis: 
H3: State A increasingly cooperates with state B, despite their normative differences, because of an increase in complex interdependence and the formation of an economic regime.
Building on the concept of complex interdependence outlined in neoliberal institutionalism, where states are driven to cooperate due to the multiple and diverse linkages that transcend their boundaries, the concept of soft power introduces a nuanced layer to this theoretical framework. Soft power, as articulated by Joseph Nye (2008), is the ability of a country to persuade others to do what it wants without coercion or force, relying instead on cultural appeal, political ideals, and moral authority. It is a form of power that coaxes rather than coerces, leading to a form of influence that is often more enduring and effective in the realm of international relations (Nye, 2008, pp. 94-95). Nye posits that soft power is crucial in the global context where military might are insufficient to secure long-term, stable alliances and where the behavioral dynamics between countries are increasingly governed by indirect influences (Nye, 1990, p. 157). Considering the importance of regimes and cooperative frameworks highlighted by neoliberal institutionalism, soft power emerges as a strategic tool used by states to craft and reinforce these structures to their advantage. Through the export of culture, ideology, and policies that are globally attractive and compelling, states can shape the preferences and actions of others, aligning them more closely with their own objectives without apparent coercion (Nye, 2008, p. 94). Therefore, a hypothesis that flows from the exploration of complex interdependence towards the strategic application of soft power might be formulated as follows:
H4: State A increasingly cooperates with state B because state A is strategically utilizing soft power to reshape Actor B’s preferences and norms, facilitating cooperation that aligns with Actor A’s interests.
Structural realism and liberal institutionalism provide divergent theoretical approaches to understanding state behavior in international relations, particularly in contexts where economic interests intersect with normative commitments such as human rights. From the perspective of structural realism, state behavior in international trade can be viewed through the lens of power dynamics and survival strategies in an anarchic international system. This theory posits that states act primarily to enhance their security and maintain their sovereignty, sometimes necessitating strategic alignments that may appear contradictory to their normative principles. For instance, a state might prioritize economic ties with another state to secure strategic economic or security benefits, even if this relationship poses challenges to its declared human rights stance. Structural realism suggests that such decisions are driven by pragmatic considerations of power and security, reflecting a broader realist assertion that states are rational actors pursuing their national interests in a competitive global arena. In contrast, neoliberal institutionalism offers a framework where states are seen as actors in a global system that emphasizes the role of international institutions and regimes in facilitating cooperative behaviors. According to this theory, states engage in international trade within a context of complex interdependence, where economic and other forms of cooperation are structured around international regimes that help manage these interactions and mitigate conflicts. This approach argues that states can use these institutional frameworks not only to advance their economic interests but also to promote and uphold human rights standards by embedding these norms within international agreements and cooperative practices. These theories highlight fundamental differences in how state behaviors are conceptualized in relation to the trade-offs between pursuing economic interests and adhering to human rights commitments. Structural realism focuses on the constraints imposed by the international system's anarchic structure, leading states to make choices based on security and power considerations. Conversely, neoliberal institutionalism underscores the potential for institutional arrangements to shape state actions in ways that align both economic and normative objectives, suggesting a more optimistic view of the possibilities for cooperation and ethical governance in international relations.
[bookmark: _x7o06xjtxeky][bookmark: _Toc169896376]Chapter 3 Methodology
[bookmark: _gbcbfx1ci0bh][bookmark: _Toc169896377]3.1 Case study method & temporal boundary
This thesis employs a qualitative document analysis approach to explore why the Dutch state persists in deepening political and economic relations with Saudi Arabia, despite its acknowledgment and condemnation of human rights violations perpetrated by the Saudi state. This approach is integrated with elements of the theory-testing process tracing method, enabling an in-depth temporal examination of complex causal mechanisms and the assessment of theoretical propositions derived from neoliberal institutionalism and structural realism (Ricks & Liu, 2018). This involves a review of official government statements, policy documents, trade agreements, news articles, academic literature, and reports from human rights organizations. The analysis focuses on extracting data that reflect both the actions and the rhetoric of the Dutch state concerning Saudi Arabia, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the Dutch foreign policy decisions towards Saudi Arabia. 
Incorporating some of the logic of theory-testing process tracing into this analysis enhances the ability to trace causal pathways and identify the sequence of events that explain the Dutch state’s engagement strategy with Saudi Arabia. This method is used to validate the theoretical predictions made by structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism, delineating the steps by which lead to the outcome of interest through specific mechanisms and intervening processes (Ricks & Liu, 2018). This structured approach to hypothesis testing involves identifying clear, observable markers that would indicate the support or refutation of each hypothesis. For instance, if neoliberal institutionalism accurately explains the increasing of cooperation, then evidence of economic interdependencies that benefit the Dutch state is anticipated. Conversely, a lack of such evidence would weaken the hypothesis. The testing of the hypotheses which are derived from the theoretical frameworks, involves outlining what evidence would likely be observed if the hypotheses were true, and what evidence would contradict them. It enables a systematic examination of predictions against the collected data, ensuring that the conclusions are grounded in empirically verifiable evidence (Ricks & Liu, 2018). It is important to note that the two hypotheses derived from structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism are cumulative rather than competing. Therefore, if both hypotheses of one theory are confirmed while only one hypothesis of another theory is confirmed, the first theory demonstrates stronger explanatory value for the case being examined.
Temporal boundary
The analysis is temporally bound from January 2018 until May 2024. This starting boundary is important due to its contextual relevance in examining the Dutch state's evolving relations with Saudi Arabia. This year marks a significant turning point, following the global outcry over the murder of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in late 2018, an event that led many nations, including key Western allies, to reevaluate their ties with Saudi Arabia (Treisman, 2023). This period is particularly critical for analyzing the Netherlands' approach because it represents a phase where international relations with Saudi Arabia were fraught with tension and scrutiny. Starting the analysis from 2018 allows the thesis to explore how the Dutch state navigated its foreign policy amidst these tensions. It provides a fresh lens to examine whether the Dutch response involved a strategic recalibration of its ties with Saudi Arabia in light of human rights concerns that were now more prominent on the international stage. This timeframe is also essential for understanding how the Netherlands might have balanced its critical stance on human rights with economic and strategic interests in Saudi Arabia. Furthermore, this period is relevant because it captures a contemporary setting where new diplomatic engagements and policies could have been initiated or existing ones reinforced, in response to the changing geopolitical landscape. By examining the post-Khashoggi era, the thesis aims to uncover how the Dutch state might have leveraged economic interdependencies and international institutional engagements as mechanisms to maintain or deepen its ties with Saudi Arabia, despite normative value differences. This analysis is crucial for testing the theoretical propositions derived from structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism, which suggest differing motivations and outcomes for maintaining such international relations. In this way, setting the temporal boundary starting from 2018 enables a focused study on the immediate and ongoing impacts of a major international incident on bilateral relations. It offers a clear timeline to trace how theoretical expectations align with or deviate from actual policy decisions and diplomatic interactions in a period marked by heightened global attention to human rights and governance.
[bookmark: _77mtd23p3m3w][bookmark: _Toc169896378]3.2 Operationalization structural realist variables
Material capabilities
Within the structural realist framework, material capabilities are the barriers in which a state can operate and defend itself. Therefore, to understand the strategic decisions made by states it is essential to determine the material capabilities first. In the context of structural realism, material capabilities encompass military capability, economic strength, natural resources and population size, which are crucial for a state's power and security. For the Netherlands material capabilities will be measured by analyzing metrics such as military expenditure as a percentage of GDP and the robustness and diversity of its economy. These indicators will be sourced from data provided by the World Bank, the Dutch state`s official documents, and the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS). Similarly, for Saudi Arabia, material capabilities are gauged through its defense budget, military capabilities, economic power, and natural resources with data available from sources like the World Bank, the U.S. Department of State and academic literature on Saudi-Arabia`s military performance, regional influence and natural resources. This foundational analysis, grounded in structural realism, is crucial as it frames the relative power dynamics and the perceived threats faced by each state, illustrating why material capabilities are a primary consideration in state behavior. 
Direct security threats & reevaluation of economic alliances
Cooperation driven by direct security threats and its relation to a reevaluation of economic alliances is operationalized by examining strategic economic policy decisions in response to direct security threats. This involves identifying and analyzing documents and policy statements that highlight the Netherlands’ strategic responses to security threats such as the COVID-19 crisis and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The Dutch Foreign Trade Policy and Development Memorandum (DFTPDM) and official state documents will be examined to understand the strategic shifts in response to these threats. The reevaluation of economic alliances because of security threats is measured by an analysis of strategic adjustments in official state trade and economic documents, which align with the structural realist perspective that states continuously reassess their alliances and economic ties to optimize their security. This involves scrutinizing policy documents such as the National Raw Material Strategy, trade reports from the CBS to identify shifts in trade volumes, diversification of import sources, the prioritization of strategic partners and statements from state officials. For instance, specific metrics to be examined include changes in the volume and sources of essential resources and the signing of new economic agreements. These indicators will provide insights into how the Netherlands reevaluates and adjusts its economic alliances in response to security threats within the range of its material capabilities. 
Strategic band-wagoning
Structural realism asserts that states engage in strategic band-wagoning when the cost of opposing a stronger power are too high and cooperation will lead to significant broader economic and strategic gains. This analysis will examine the strategic band-wagoning by the Dutch state, focusing on how it identifies and capitalizes on economic opportunities in Saudi Arabia. The analysis will also explore how the Netherlands Enterprise Agency promotes these opportunities to Dutch companies, specifically aiming to achieve economic gains. The goal and motivation behind trade missions will be analyzed through the DFTPDM, official statements from the Netherlands Enterprise Agency and Freedom of Information Requests (Wet Open Overheid Verzoeken). Additionally, the statements from state officials regarding Dutch engagement with Saudi Arabia will be analyzed.
Following the assignment of measurable indicators to the theoretical expectations of structural realism the two operationalized hypotheses are:
H1: The Netherlands is increasing its cooperation with Saudi Arabia, despite normative differences, as a response to a direct security threat via a strategic economic reorientation. This is evidenced by adjustments made in trade policy, the selection of strategic partners, and the inflow of critical raw materials to ensure state security.
H2: The Netherlands is increasing its cooperation with Saudi Arabia, despite normative differences, as a strategy of strategic band-wagoning to secure broader economic and strategic benefits from the more powerful Saudi Arabia by capitalizing on economic and strategic opportunities as evidenced by the promotion of Dutch-Saudi business ventures and official statements from state officials regarding Dutch engagement with Saudi Arabia.
[bookmark: _Toc169896379]3.3 Operationalization neoliberal institutionalism independent variables
Complex interdependence
Neoliberal institutionalism asserts that an increase in complex interdependence and the formation of an economic regime can facilitate cooperation despite normative differences. Therefore, an analysis of trade flows, investment flows and bilateral cooperation initiatives will be used as indicators within the framework of neoliberal institutionalism. 		
The first step involves the analysis of trade flows between the Netherlands and Saudi-Arabia within the set temporal boundaries. Using a report from the Netherlands Enterprise Agency which details the development of Dutch-Saudi trade relations, the analysis will track the annual trade values of imports and exports of goods and services between the two states and determine whether there has been an increase in trade openness. Key indicators will include the annual import and export values, which will be monitored to capture the total value of goods and services traded annually. Additionally, the composition of trade will be analyzed, focusing on critical sectors such as energy resources, machinery, transport equipment, chemical products, and food and live animals. This will help identify the types of goods and services that form the bulk of the trade relationship. In parallel, the analysis of investment flows will provide insights into the depth and nature of economic ties between the two states. This will involve tracking the annual investment values, capturing the total value of direct investments from the Netherlands to Saudi-Arabia and vice versa..
To complement this, an analysis will be conducted on the nature and scope of bilateral cooperation initiatives through the Dutch Enterprise Agency and a review of policy documents, trade agreements, and cooperation frameworks to understand the institutional mechanisms supporting economic cooperation. Specific development projects and initiatives that exemplify the principles of complex interdependence, such as technology transfers, infrastructure development, and joint ventures, will be seen as indicators as well. The analysis will focus on evaluating the mutual benefits derived from these initiatives, particularly how they contribute to the economic growth and development goals of both states. These indicators aim to provide empirical evidence supporting the hypothesis that complex interdependence and the formation of an economic regime drive increased cooperation between the Netherlands and Saudi-Arabia in line with neoliberal institutionalist theory. 
Soft power
Neoliberal institutionalism asserts that a state increasingly cooperates with another state since the formation of a regime facilitates the utilization of soft power to reshape the other state`s preferences and norms, thereby enabling cooperation despite normative differences. The operationalization and analysis of soft power will integrate policy documents, international guidelines, parliamentary records, and reports from human rights organizations to understand the dynamics of soft power and its efficacy.
The first step involves analyzing the Dutch OECD Guidelines for Responsible Business Conduct (RBC). This analysis will examine how these guidelines are intended to influence the behavior of Dutch businesses operating abroad, including in Saudi Arabia. The focus will be on understanding the principles and standards set out in these guidelines, and how they aim to ensure responsible business practices, including respect for human rights, labor rights, and environmental protection. Next, the analysis will shift to the Dutch efforts in Responsible Business Conduct (RBC) and due diligence. This will involve a detailed review of the policies and measures implemented by the Dutch state and businesses to adhere to RBC principles. Key areas of focus will include the mechanisms for due diligence, monitoring, and reporting on business practices, as well as any specific initiatives aimed at promoting human rights and ethical conduct in international business operations.
 The next step will involve analyzing parliamentary documents concerning the murder of Jamal Khashoggi and human rights violations in Saudi Arabia. This will provide an understanding of the Dutch state's stance on human rights issues in Saudi Arabia and the extent to which these concerns influence bilateral relations and business activities. The focus will be on identifying any parliamentary actions or discussions aimed at addressing human rights violations and holding Saudi Arabia accountable. In addition, the analysis will review three Amnesty International reports on Dutch corporate responsibility and due diligence efforts. The analysis will also consider the implications of these reports for the Dutch state’s efforts to promote human rights through soft power. Finally, the findings from these analyses will be synthesized to connect effectiveness of soft power efforts to the hypothesis. The analysis will assess whether the Dutch state has put effort in using soft power as a strategy to reshape Saudi preferences and norms in alignment with Dutch interests, or if they have fallen short.  
Following the assignment of measurable indicators to the theoretical expectations of neoliberal institutionalism the two operationalized hypotheses are:
H3: The Netherlands is cooperating with Saudi Arabia despite normative differences because of an increase in complex interdependence as evidenced by an increase in trade openness, FDI and state motivated corporate initiatives. 
H4: The Netherlands is cooperating with Saudi Arabia despite normative differences because it is strategically utilizing soft power as evidenced by the effectiveness of the Dutch initiatives in protecting human rights in its cooperation with Saudi Arabia.
[bookmark: _Toc169896380]Chapter 4 Empirical Analysis
Since the 1980s, the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia have maintained low-level economic and political cooperation (Government of the Netherlands., n.d.-c). However, over the past six years, as the human rights violations and war crimes committed by Saudi Arabia have become heavily scrutinized, the Netherlands has significantly increased its economic and political collaboration with Saudi Arabia, despite the stark normative value differences between the two countries. Notable shifts happened when Saudi Arabia in 2022 was for the first time designated as a 'priority market' in the DFTPDM  (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022). This memorandum symbolizes the Dutch strategy for promoting sustainable economic growth and international trade while combating poverty and inequality worldwide while also delineating the top 25 countries which the Dutch state will focus on as priority countries regarding earning capacity and economic resilience. This was followed by the signing of a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in May 2023, aimed at fostering collaboration in the energy sector (Ministry of Economics Affairs and Climate Policy, 2023). Other events, such as the promotion of financial support commitments by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs to Dutch enterprises participating in Saudi Arabia's ambitious NEOM megaproject combined with the lifting of the arms embargo in July 2023, cemented this growing bilateral relationship, reflecting a comprehensive approach to deepening ties with Saudi Arabia across multiple sectors (Kotkamp, 2023; Middle East Monitor, 2023). 
Saudi Arabia however, ranks as the seventh worst performing country next to countries like North Korea and Eritrea, according to a 2023 Freedom House Index, an independent NGO that measures civil liberties and political rights globally (Freedom House, 2023). The human rights situation in Saudi Arabia presents a stark and troubling picture, characterized by extensive and systematic abuses that have drawn international condemnation. Reports by various independent human rights organizations and NGO`s detail numerous violations, especially in the context of the Saudi-led coalition’s involvement in Yemen (Al-Faqih et al., 2023; Campaign Against Arms Trade, n.d.; Human Rights Watch 2023a; Human Rights Watch, 2023b). Between January 2019 and December 2022, 143 unlawful airstrikes have been documented, causing significant civilian casualties and destruction of infrastructure such as homes, schools, and hospitals. Notable incidents include the January 2022 attacks, which killed at least 80 civilians, and the December 2021 bombing of a telecommunications complex. These airstrikes have also targeted essential civilian infrastructure, exacerbating humanitarian crises by destroying health facilities, schools, agricultural facilities, and water infrastructure. Specific attacks, such as the destruction of a primary school in March 2020 and assaults on water projects in 2021, illustrate the deliberate targeting of civilian resources (Al-Faqih et al., 2023). Moreover, Saudi Arabia has imposed severe restrictions on humanitarian aid, including blockades of seaports and the closure of Yemen’s capital Sana’s airport, hindering the delivery of essential supplies and access to medical care. The denial of entry to fuel ships in 2021 and airstrikes on food storage facilities further highlight these restrictions. Saudi’s strategy has included the use of starvation as a method of warfare, targeting agricultural areas, water supplies, and food storage facilities, which has led to widespread starvation among the Yemeni population. Arbitrary detention, torture, and forced disappearances are also prevalent, with Saudi forces implicated in the torture and disappearance of protestors and the mistreatment of detained migrants. Attacks on migrants, including shootings and torture by Saudi border guards, have resulted in numerous deaths and injuries (Al-Faqih et al., 2023). The lack of accountability for these violations is pronounced. Saudi Arabia has failed to conduct credible and transparent investigations, with the Joint Incidents Assessment Team (JIAT), a human rights and war crime detection mechanism created by Saudi Arabia, criticized for its ineffectiveness (Al-Faqih et al., 2023).
Beyond the conflict in Yemen, Saudi Arabia continues to target individuals for peaceful expression, impose lengthy prison sentences, and carries out executions following unfair trials. Human rights defenders face arbitrary detention and travel bans, and migrants endure severe abuses, including killings at the Yemen border. Women face systemic discrimination, and the use of the death penalty, including for minors, remains widespread. An example of this is the mass-execution of 81 people on the 12th of March 2022. (Amnesty International, 2023a; Human Rights Watch, 2022, Human Rights Watch, 2023a; Human Rights Watch, 2023b). The murder of Jamal Khashoggi, a Saudi journalist and critic of the Saudi state, further exemplifies the severe human rights abuses and disregard for international law (Blok, 2018). Khashoggi was murdered on October 2, 2018, inside the Saudi consulate in Istanbul, Turkey, in an operation widely believed to have been ordered by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman. This assassination, described by international investigations as a state-sponsored extrajudicial killing, highlighted the risks faced by journalists and dissidents and strained Saudi Arabia's relations with numerous countries, with the Dutch Minister of Foreign affairs Stef Blok forced to the cancel all official state visits and trade missions (Blok, 2018). 
The Netherlands, on the other hand, states that it is fundamentally committed to upholding and promoting human rights on a global scale. The outward projection of its normative values places human rights as a universal rights that apply to all people, everywhere, at all times, forming the bedrock of a world where every individual matters. The Netherlands claims to prioritize the protection of freedom of expression, internet freedom, independent journalism, freedom of religion and belief, equal rights for LGBTIQ+ individuals, and equal rights for women and girls globally. It also actively supports human rights defenders worldwide. The Foreign Trade Policy and Development Memorandum 2022 explicitly states that protecting and the promotion of human rights is a top priority for the country (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022, p. 26). At the United Nations level, the Netherlands adheres to the Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), which provide a framework for both states and businesses to uphold human rights. The Netherlands also underscores that sustainable development and achieving the United Nation`s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are intrinsically linked to the protection, promotion and respecting of human rights (Government of the Netherlands, 2022)
Furthermore, the Netherlands has signed numerous international human rights agreements, many of which are rooted in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. These include the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Optional Protocol to the Convention against Torture, the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance, the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, and the European Social Charter (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-b). The Saudi state therefore is the poster-child of essentially everything that the Netherlands claims it is fighting against. How come the Netherlands has recently ramped up cooperation with a state like Saudi Arabia?
[bookmark: _Toc169896381]4.1 Structural realist perspective on increased NL-Saudi cooperation
Material capabilities

To determine whether the Netherlands' increased cooperation with Saudi Arabia stems from a response to a direct perceived security threat and/or represents a process of strategic economic band-wagoning, it is essential to first analyze and compare the material capabilities of the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia from the lens of structural realism. In recent modern history, the Netherlands has never been a prominent global military power, and its military capability, as indicated by military expenditure as a percentage of GDP, has remained relatively low (World Bank, 2024a). This has resulted in a heavy reliance on NATO allies, rendering the Dutch military relatively weak in isolation. Starting in 2022 however, the Netherlands has been gradually increasing in military expenditure aimed at meeting the NATO norm of allocating 2% of GDP to defense annually (Rijksoverheid, 2022). Additionally, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has significantly influenced the Dutch state`s perceptions of autonomous security, prompting an increase in military spending (Rijksoverheid, 2022). Despite this, in the broader context of national capabilities, military strength remains relatively low on the list of the Netherlands' assets. The Netherlands derives its power from its robust and resilient economy, highly educated population, and advanced high-tech sector (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022, p.16). Additionally, according to the CBS, the report "Nederland Handelsland 2023: export, import en investeringen" indicates that 30% of the Netherlands' GDP is generated from the export of goods, underscoring the country's heavy reliance on trade (CBS, 2023). Within the framework of structural realism, the Netherlands' material capabilities are thus predominantly anchored in its economic strength rather than its military power. Consequently, threats to its economy are also perceived as threats to its security, given that its material capabilities are primarily constituted by its economic power. 
Saudi Arabia on the other hand, stands as a strong power in terms of military capabilities and geopolitical influence, anchored by its substantial defense budget and strategic alliances. With one of the largest defense budgets globally, consistently ranking among the top spenders, Saudi Arabia allocates approximately 10% of its annual GDP to military funding (World bank, 2024b). This significant investment has enabled the acquisition of advanced military hardware, primarily sourced from Western allies such as the United States. Such procurement underscores Saudi Arabia's commitment to maintaining a technologically advanced and strong military force (U.S. Department of State, 2023). The nation’s engagement in regional conflicts and military operations, such as that in Yemen, further illustrates its proactive stance in using military power to assert its influence and shape regional dynamics (Clausen, 2019). Additionally, Saudi Arabia's strategic alliances, particularly its close partnership with the United States, play a crucial role in bolstering its security and enhancing its military capabilities. This alliance not only provides access to sophisticated military technology but also ensures strategic support in regional and global arenas (U.S. Department of State, 2023). Complementing its military prowess, Saudi Arabia's status as the world's largest producer and exporter of oil, holding a fifth of the world’s known oil reserves, significantly enhances its economic power. This economic strength translates into the highest nominal GDP in the Middle East, reinforcing Saudi Arabia’s position as a pivotal player both economically and militarily in the global context (Fattouh, 2021). Considering Saudi Arabia's substantial military capability, significant regional influence, strong economic power, and a population twice the size of the Netherlands (36 million compared to 18 million), it is accurate to assume that Saudi Arabia is a powerful state with significantly greater material capabilities than the Netherlands within the framework of structural realism.

 Cooperation because of security threats 

In the Dutch Foreign Trade Policy and Development Memorandum (DFTPDM) of 2022, the COVID-19 crisis and the Russian invasion of Ukraine were identified as pivotal moments where the economic security, and therefore national security, of the Netherlands was put under pressure and a strategic reorientation was needed (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022, p. 9-10). As reflected in the DFTPDM, strategic autonomy and economic resilience became a top priority (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022, p. 3). In the short term, this strategy involved diversifying energy and critical raw material sources away from Russia. In the medium to long term, it focused on allocating more resources and attention to the top 25 countries that can assist the Netherlands in achieving greater economic resilience. The selection of the top 25 countries was therefore primarily based on their potential to enhance economic resilience and boost the earning capacity of the Netherlands (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022, pp. 19-21). Additional to the assigning of the top 25 countries, the Netherlands released The National Raw Material Strategy for Large Transitions in December 2022 (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, 2022). This strategy aims to enhance the security of supply for critical raw materials, such as lithium, cobalt, and rare earth elements, which are essential for key Dutch sectors such as renewable energy technologies, digital technologies, and healthcare. The strategy emphasizes the need for better regulation of extraction and supply chains to reduce dependency on single suppliers and therefore increase economic resilience. In sum, following the COVID-19 crisis and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the Netherlands faced significant security challenges due to disruptions in supply chains and dependency on Russian energy. As solutions, the Netherlands aimed to diversify its energy and critical raw material sources away from Russia and prioritize strategic autonomy and economic resilience by engaging with the top 25 countries that could enhance its economic resilience and capacity.
When analyzing the effects of these economic resilience and strategic autonomy strategies on Dutch-Saudi relations, it is firstly important to note that Saudi-Arabia played a critical role in the aftermath of the Ukraine-War. One of the Netherlands’ primary export product is refined petroleum, processed from crude oil at refineries near the Port of Rotterdam. The European Union's ban on Russian crude oil imports following the Ukraine war significantly impacted the Dutch economy. To meet the persistent demand for crude oil, the Netherlands increased its imports from Saudi Arabia, rising from 0% in 2021 to 18% of total crude oil import in 2022 (CBS, 2023, p. 26). To add to this, in a series of parliamentary questions regarding the then Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs Wopke Hoekstra`s visit to Saudi Arabia in April 2023, the Dutch state`s stance on cooperation with Saudi Arabia was further explained (Hoekstra, 2023). The questions were focused around the first visit of a Dutch minister to Saudi Arabia since the killing of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in 2018. The visit was justified by the then Minister of Foreign Affairs due to the strategic importance of Saudi Arabia in the region and the role it plays in the economic resilience of the Netherlands (Hoekstra, 2023). A month later in May 2023, the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia agreed on the signing of a MoU in the field of energy (Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy, 2023; Saudi Press Agency, 2023). This memorandum aims to establish a cooperative framework in energy sectors, including renewable energy, energy efficiency, electricity, and clean hydrogen. It seeks to enhance international supply chains, support climate change mitigation technologies like the circular carbon economy, and promote collaboration on global hydrogen industry issues. During a visit of the Prime Minister Mark Rutte in February 2024, the same stance was shared with Rutte labeling Saudi Arabia as a key bilateral partner for the geopolitical shift happening in the world regarding the energy, the green transition and securing regional stability in the Middle East (ArabNews, 2024; Rutte, 2024). With regard to critical raw materials and the role of Saudi-Arabia, the Dutch state has not yet publicly identified Saudi Arabia as a key partner. It is noteworthy that in April 2024, the Saudi Geological Survey, a Saudi-government initiative responsible for geological mapping, mineral exploration and research, discovered an estimated $2.5 trillion worth of critical raw materials in the country. This estimate is based on only a partial scan of Saudi lands and is expected to increase with further exploration (Saudi Press Agency, 2024). 
In sum, the Netherlands, facing economic security challenges due to the COVID-19 crisis and the Russian invasion of Ukraine, strategically reoriented its foreign trade and development policies to enhance economic resilience and strategic autonomy. This reorientation included diversifying energy sources and engaging with key countries such as Saudi Arabia, despite normative differences, to secure essential resources and stabilize its economy. The increased import of crude oil from Saudi Arabia and the signing of an MoU in the energy sector exemplify how direct security threats can drive reevaluation and realignment of economic alliances based on material capabilities, thereby confirming the first hypothesis which suggested that Dutch-Saudi cooperation, despite normative differences, is based on response to a security threat leading to reevaluated economic and strategic alliances. 

Strategic band-wagoning

The Netherlands, characterized by private-owned enterprises, contrasts with Saudi Arabia's predominantly state-owned enterprises. Through ministerial directories like the Directory of International Enterprises, in cooperation with the Netherlands Enterprise Agency, the Dutch state promotes the top 25 priority countries of the DFTPDM to businesses (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.-c.; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022, p. 25; Netherlands Enterprise Agency, 2024). This promotion includes conducting international market research, providing information, organizing trade missions, and offering funding to companies aiming to do business in these regions. Structural realism describes band-wagoning as strategic alignment to benefit from another state's power, resources, and influence. The Netherlands' efforts, focused on the top 25 priority countries, are tools to promote Dutch economic interests abroad via private enterprises. This strategy enables the Netherlands to expand its economic influence, diversify income sources, and enhance overall earning capacity. The DFTPDM highlights sectors where the Netherlands excels, such as water management, agricultural expertise, health and science, and renewable energy, all areas in high demand in Saudi Arabia (Ministry of Foreign Affair, 2022, p. 21; Netherlands Enterprise Agency, n.d.). Consequently, the Netherlands adopts a strategy of band-wagoning with the more powerful state of Saudi Arabia, leveraging organized trade missions to Saudi Arabia to boost economic gains and geopolitical standing. Following a "Wet Open Overheid Verzoek" or Freedom of Information request that compelled the Dutch state to provide transparency on its trade policy with Saudi Arabia, several trade missions to the region were revealed. These missions involved leading Dutch companies in sectors identified by the DFTPDM as having significant potential for enhancing the Netherlands' economic earning capacity (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024). 
On the country page of Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands Enterprise Agency has specifically identified Saudi Arabia as a target country due to its rapid economic growth and Vision 2030 initiative. Vision 2030 is a Saudi initiative aimed at reducing Saudi Arabia's dependence on oil incomes, diversifying its economy, and developing public service sectors such as health, education, infrastructure, recreation, and tourism (Netherlands Enterprise Agency, n.d.). The allocation of near $1 trillion in development projects positions Saudi Arabia as a premier hub for Dutch businesses to conduct operations (Al-Azmeh et al., 2024; MEED, 2024). The Dutch Enterprise Agency’s recognition of these factors aligns with the Netherlands' strategy to engage economically with Saudi Arabia, leveraging the Kingdom's growth and reform agenda to enhance Dutch economic interests abroad (Kotkamp, 2023). By aligning with a stronger power like Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands aims to secure economic benefits and amplify its influence within the international system. The visit of the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs to Saudi Arabia in May 2023 underscores the structural realist notion of band-wagoning since Saudi Arabia is described as a priority country in transition, where Dutch expertise can positively impact Saudi economic development and enhance the Netherlands’ earning capacity (Hoekstra, 2023). The Ministers’ mention of leveraging the economic relationship to discuss human rights issues will be discussed in the analysis of the neoliberal institutional notion of soft power. 
Adding all these factors up, from a structural realist perspective of the Netherlands' strategy of engaging with Saudi Arabia illustrates the practice of band-wagoning, therefore confirming the second hypothesis. Despite normative differences, the Netherlands aligns with the economically and geopolitically stronger Saudi Arabia to benefit from its resources and influence. This alignment not only enhances the Netherlands' economic interests abroad but also amplifies its geopolitical influence within the international system. The strategic use of trade missions, economic collaboration, and leveraging Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030 initiative exemplifies how the Netherlands cooperates for pragmatic benefits, prioritizing economic and geopolitical gains over normative alignments. 
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Complex Interdependence

 	Using an overview made by the CBS on the instructions of the Ministry of Foreign affairs, the development of complex interdependence between Saudi Arabia and the Netherlands can be traced through a temporal analysis of trade and investment flows over from 2018 to 2021, highlighting how this economic relationship has evolved and strengthened over time (Netherlands Enterprise Agency, 2022). From 2018 to 2021, the trade in goods between Saudi Arabia and the Netherlands has shown both fluctuations and growth. In 2018, the total value of Dutch imports from Saudi Arabia was €2.149 billion, which slightly decreased to €1.977 billion in 2019, and further to €1.421 billion in 2020. However, there was a notable recovery in 2021, with imports reaching €2.024 billion (Netherlands Enterprise Agency, 2022, p. 5). This decline and recovery were primarily driven by the effects of the COVID-19 crisis on the import of mineral fuels, which consistently formed the bulk of these imports, indicating the Netherlands' reliance on Saudi Arabia for energy resources, with an increase from 0% to 18% of total crude oil imports coming from Saudi Arabia in 2022 (CBS, 2023, p. 26). On the export side, the Netherlands' goods exports to Saudi Arabia saw a peak in 2019 at €3.360 billion, up from €3.136 billion in 2018. This was followed by a decline to €3.159 billion in 2020 and a sharper drop to €2.308 billion in 2021. The exports primarily included machinery and transport equipment, chemical products, and food and live animals. Despite the fluctuations, the overall trend indicates a healthy and robust trade relationship, adapting to global economic conditions and bilateral trade policies (Netherlands Enterprise Agency, 2022, p. 9). In terms of services, the Netherlands' imports from Saudi Arabia have slightly decreased from €215 million in 2018 to €173 million in 2020. Meanwhile, the exports of Dutch services to Saudi Arabia experienced a significant decline from €4.980 billion in 2018 to €2.636 billion in 2020. This reduction in service trade could be attributed to global economic disruptions, such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which impacted international travel and service delivery (Netherlands Enterprise Agency, 2022, p. 6).
Investment trends further illustrate the deepening of economic ties. Saudi Arabian investments in the Netherlands increased dramatically from €7.851 billion in 2017 to €31.595 billion in 2019, before stabilizing at €31.449 billion in 2020. This surge underscores Saudi Arabia's strategic economic interests in the Netherlands, reflecting confidence in the Dutch economy. Similarly, Dutch investments in Saudi Arabia have shown a steady increase from €6.823 billion in 2017 to €8.623 billion in 2020 (Netherlands Enterprise Agency, 2022, p. 7). These investments are crucial for fostering economic collaboration and enhancing the bilateral relationship. The comparative analysis of trade partners reveals that, while the Netherlands is a significant destination for Saudi exports, ranking within the top 30 export destinations, Saudi Arabia also remains an important market for Dutch goods, frequently appearing among the top export destinations for the Netherlands.
Therefore the neoliberal institutionalist perspective of the formation of a economic regime through complex interdependence, has merit in the phenomenon of increased Dutch-Saudi cooperation. The previously mentioned signing of the MoU in the field of energy and the initiatives from the Netherlands Enterprise Agency mentioned also highlight the presence of complex interdependence between the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia, characterized by mutual benefits. By providing Dutch expertise to Saudi Arabia's Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia benefits from the advanced capabilities and innovative solutions offered by Dutch enterprises, which are crucial for its developmental goals and the Netherlands benefits from the economic results. This reciprocal relationship underscores the concept of complex interdependence, where both countries rely on each other for economic prosperity. The Netherlands enhances its economic influence and earning capacity by tapping into Saudi Arabia's substantial development projects, while Saudi Arabia gains access to the specialized expertise required to fulfill its Vision 2030 aspirations. The third hypothesis is therefore confirmed since the neoliberal institutionalist notion of complex interdependence adds explanatory value to how the Netherlands, despite normative differences, strategically cooperates for mutual gains, leading to cooperation with Saudi Arabia through a formation of an economic regime.

Soft Power

The neoliberal institutionalist notion of soft power, asserts that through economic interdependence and the formation of a regime, the ideology and policies of the Netherlands could shape the preferences and actions of Saudi-Arabia in line with those of the Dutch. 
The Netherlands, in its signed commitments and agreements, signals to be a large supporter and promoter of international human rights standards. This commitment is evident in the Dutch state's promotion of Responsible Business Conduct (RBC), where the state emphasizes the necessity for companies to engage in ethical and sustainable practices (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-a). The Dutch state emphasizes the importance of RBC by actively encouraging businesses to integrate respect for human rights, labor rights, and environmental considerations into their core operations and decision-making processes. It does this through the provision of guidance and resources for companies who comply with international standards, and ensuring that Dutch enterprises are held accountable for their conduct globally (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-a). This approach aligns with the Netherlands' broader objective of fostering global sustainable development and ensuring that Dutch enterprises contribute positively to the international community (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-a).
Furthermore, the Dutch state, as a member of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), supports and subscribes to the 2023 OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, which provide a comprehensive framework for responsible business conduct. These guidelines, which the Dutch state co-created and recommended itself, offer recommendations on a wide range of issues including transparency, human rights, labor relations, environmental sustainability, and anti-corruption practices (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-a; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.-a). Central to the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises is the concept of due diligence, which requires multi-national enterprises (MNE`s) to identify, prevent, mitigate, and account for how they address their actual and potential adverse impacts on human rights (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.-b). The Dutch state requires due diligence to be accounted for before MNE`s who want to do business abroad can be eligible for funding from the Dutch state. This advocates for thorough and continuous risk assessments by companies to ensure their operations do not harm human rights, labor conditions, or the environment (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.-b). By promoting due diligence, the Netherlands aims to ensure that businesses are proactive in their responsibilities, fostering a culture of accountability and transparency. This messaging is integral to the Dutch state’s apparent strategy of embedding high ethical standards in global business practices, ensuring that companies contribute positively to sustainable development and uphold human rights (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.-a). The Netherlands' commitment to these guidelines signifies its broader messaging of using its influence to promote a responsible and sustainable global business environment, reinforcing the country's role as a leader in advocating for human rights through economic interdependence and international cooperation. 
In the context of Dutch-Saudi relations, the due diligence expectations set by the OECD Guidelines are particularly pertinent given the human rights concerns associated with Saudi Arabia. The OECD Guidelines emphasize that the responsibility of businesses to carry out due diligence remains constant regardless of the operational context, but the scope and means of due diligence vary depending on the risk of human rights impacts. For Dutch companies operating in or with Saudi Arabia, this implies a necessity for heightened due diligence due to the high risk of involvement in grave human rights abuses. The Dutch state, having subscribed to the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs), expects companies to undertake comprehensive and context-specific due diligence (Government of the Netherlands, 2022; UNGP, 2022, p. 10). This includes strengthening their understanding of the Saudi context, where there are systemic human rights violations and severe restrictions on freedoms of expression, association, and assembly (UNGP, 2022, p. 10). The higher the risk, the more thorough and accurate the due diligence must be, meaning that Dutch businesses must be particularly vigilant in ensuring their operations do not contribute to the perpetuation of repression and human rights abuses in Saudi Arabia (UNGP, 2022, p.10).
In the wake of the murder of journalist Jamal Khashoggi in October 2018, the Dutch state has navigated a complex relationship with Saudi Arabia, balancing condemnation of human rights abuses with the utilization of the neoliberal institutionalist notion of soft power. In October 2018, the Dutch Minister of Foreign Affairs Stef Blok, emphasized the importance of continuing dialogue with Saudi Arabia, not only on shared concerns like energy, trade, and counterterrorism, but also on contentious issues such as the war in Yemen and human rights. The minister asserted that engagement, including economic visits, is necessary to address these difficult topics effectively (Blok, 2018). Following a UN report in June 2019 that implicated high-level Saudi officials, including the Crown Prince, in Khashoggi's murder, Foreign Minister Stef Blok reiterated the serious nature of the findings and criticized Saudi Arabia's dismissal of the report’s conclusions (Blok, 2019a). Blok underscored the Dutch and EU calls for Saudi Arabia to fully cooperate with all investigations and to disclose all relevant information about the case (Blok, 2019a). Despite these severe critiques, by October 2019, Minister Blok acknowledged the importance of a fair and transparent trial for Khashoggi’s murderers while also stressing the necessity of ongoing dialogue with Saudi Arabia (Blok, 2019b). This dialogue, according to Blok, is essential for addressing issues of corporate social responsibility, energy, regional stability, and bilateral trade and investment. He highlighted that economic visits create opportunities to discuss these critical human rights issues. Blok noted that no government-led trade missions were planned at that time but emphasized that future visits would be evaluated based on the prevailing situation (Blok, 2019b). 
By May 2023, Minister of Foreign Affairs Wopke Hoekstra undertook the first official ministerial visit to Saudi Arabia since Khashoggi's murder, prompting questions about the justification for such a visit (Hoekstra, 2023). In response, Hoekstra highlighted Saudi Arabia's significant role in the security and stability of the Gulf region, a critical area for both the Netherlands and the European Union. He acknowledged the country's cultural, religious, and geopolitical importance and emphasized the need for dialogue on current geopolitical and regional developments to ensure regional stability (Hoekstra, 2023). Hoekstra underscored that the Gulf region, including Saudi Arabia, is a priority market for the Dutch state due to its relevance to international earnings and economic resilience. He pointed out that Saudi Arabia is undergoing a significant economic transition, and Dutch businesses could play a positive role in sectors such as energy sustainability, food, and water management (Hoekstra, 2023). More importantly, Hoekstra stressed that the comprehensive relationship between the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia facilitates dialogue on both political and economic issues, including human rights, noting that the Netherlands, alongside the EU, maintains a structured human rights dialogue with Saudi Arabia (Hoekstra, 2023). During his visit, Hoekstra engaged with Dutch companies to discuss opportunities arising from Saudi Arabia's reform agenda and the importance of International Corporate Social Responsibility (ICSR) and RBC. He noted the rapid changes occurring in Saudi Arabia, including the increased participation of women in the workforce. The Dutch expertise in sustainable agriculture, circular economy, energy transition, and life sciences aligns well with Saudi Arabia's diversification plans. Hoekstra also emphasized that Dutch companies are informed about the risks of involvement in human rights abuses when doing business in Saudi Arabia (Hoekstra, 2023). He added that the embassy provides regular guidance, and information which is available on the Netherlands Enterprise Agency website. The importance of RBC and due diligence was highlighted in bilateral contacts and during the visit of the Saudi Deputy Minister for Trade to the Netherlands in May 2022. This approach ensures that Dutch companies are aware of and can mitigate human rights risks while exploring business opportunities in Saudi Arabia (Hoekstra, 2023). 
The actions of the Dutch state can therefore, upon first glance, be seen as a utilization of the neoliberal institutionalist notion of soft power through its economic relations with Saudi Arabia, aiming to influence and potentially change the country's policies and practices. By ensuring that Dutch companies adhere to due diligence and Responsible Business Conduct (RBC) standards, the Netherlands is promoting business practices in Saudi Arabia that align with Dutch normative values. This approach not only facilitates economic engagement but also encourages improvements in human rights and corporate responsibility within Saudi Arabia. Through this strategy, the Netherlands leverages its economic ties to foster positive change, demonstrating a commitment to both ethical business practices and the advancement of human rights on the international stage.
However, reports from Amnesty International and Follow The Money suggest that the Dutch state's efforts to promote RBC may be more disingenuous and superficial than they appear. The October 2018 Amnesty International report "Spreken is Zilver, Zwijgen blijft Fout" criticized the Netherlands for its silence and ineffective diplomacy regarding the repression of human rights defenders in Saudi Arabia (Amnesty International, 2018). The report, which was released before the killing of Jamal Khashoggi, highlighted that despite growing repression under Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the Dutch state failed to publicly condemn the imprisonment and persecution of activists, instead relying on quiet diplomacy that showed no tangible results (Amnesty International, 2018). A more recent report from April 2023, titled "Trading at Any Cost," further criticized the Dutch state for prioritizing economic interests over human rights (Amnesty International, 2023b). It revealed that the Dutch state has continued to support Dutch companies operating in repressive environments like Saudi Arabia without ensuring they meet heightened due diligence standards. The report pointed out that this support came despite clear evidence of severe human rights abuses, such as the crackdown on freedom of expression and the persecution of migrant workers, highlighting a lack of meaningful action to address these issues (Amnesty International, 2023b). The May 2024 report from Amnesty International underscored these criticisms by detailing the case of Van der Hoeven Horticultural Projects (VDH), a Dutch company involved in building greenhouses for the NEOM project in Saudi Arabia (Amnesty International, 2024). The report revealed that VDH ignored serious human rights violations, including forced displacements and severe punishments for those who protested against their evictions. Despite receiving extensive diplomatic and financial support from the Dutch state, VDH failed to conduct adequate human rights due diligence, showing a troubling disregard for the rights and well-being of affected communities (Amnesty International, 2024). Additionally, a May 2023 article by Follow the Money revealed that the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs actively recruited companies to invest in the controversial NEOM megacity project in Saudi Arabia, despite the human rights abuses associated with it (Kotkamp, 2023). The article detailed how the Dutch embassy and various business councils organized webinars and trade missions to promote business opportunities in Saudi Arabia, including NEOM. The article highlighted that the Huwaitat community, which had lived in the area for generations, was forcibly displaced to make way for the project, with several members arrested or sentenced to death for their resistance. Despite these severe human rights concerns, the Dutch state continued to encourage investment in NEOM, prioritizing economic opportunities over human rights considerations (Kotkamp, 2023). 
These reports collectively argue that the Dutch state's RBC efforts are often reduced to "tick the box" exercises, used more to signal a commitment to normative values than to enforce them genuinely. The Amnesty International findings and Follow the Money investigation suggest that the Netherlands' trade policies and diplomatic support for businesses in high-risk environments like Saudi Arabia may undermine its stated commitment to human rights, revealing a significant gap between rhetoric and reality (Amnesty International, 2018; Amnesty International, 2023b; Amnesty International, 2024; Kotkamp, 2023). Given the conflicting evidence presented, this fourth hypothesis cannot be supported. While the Dutch state claims to leverage economic relations to promote human rights and corporate responsibility in Saudi Arabia, independent reports from Amnesty International and Follow the Money highlight a significant discrepancy between these claims and actual practices. The persistent prioritization of economic interests over human rights, the superficial application of due diligence standards, and the active promotion of controversial projects like NEOM despite clear human rights abuses, demonstrate a lack of genuine commitment to protecting human rights. These findings indicate that the Netherlands' cooperation with Saudi-Arabia is not based on a strategic usage of soft power. 
[bookmark: _Toc169896383]4.3 Findings

	The findings indicate that structural realism provides a more robust explanatory framework for understanding the increasing cooperation between the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia, despite their significant normative differences, compared to neoliberal institutionalism. Structural realism’s hypotheses are strongly supported, revealing that the Netherlands' strategic reorientation of foreign trade and development policies is driven by direct security threats and the need for economic resilience, especially in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. This strategic reorientation has led the Netherlands to align with economically and geopolitically stronger partners like Saudi Arabia to secure vital resources, enhance economic stability, and amplify geopolitical influence. 
In contrast, while neoliberal institutionalism partially explains the phenomenon through the lens of complex interdependence, it falls short in capturing the primary drivers of this cooperation. The evidence supports the notion of mutual economic benefits and increased trade openness between the Netherlands and Saudi Arabia, showcasing a level of interdependence beneficial to both countries. However, the neoliberal institutionalist hypothesis that the Netherlands uses its cooperation with Saudi Arabia to strategically promote human rights via soft power is not supported. Independent reports indicate a significant gap between the Dutch state's claims and actual practices, with economic interests often overshadowing human rights considerations. In conclusion, the increased alignment of the Netherlands with Saudi Arabia, driven by economic security needs and strategic benefits as outlined by structural realism, underscores the pragmatic and security-oriented motivations behind this cooperation. Neoliberal institutionalism provides some insight into the mutual economic gains and interdependence but fails to fully account for the primary security-driven and geopolitical strategies that define Dutch-Saudi relations. Thus, structural realism offers a more compelling and comprehensive explanation for the Netherlands' increasing cooperation with Saudi Arabia, despite their normative differences.
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Conclusion
The primary aim of this research was to explore why the Dutch state persists in deepening political and economic relations with Saudi Arabia despite its acknowledgment and condemnation of human rights violations perpetrated by the Saudi state. Utilizing the theoretical frameworks of structural realism and neoliberal institutionalism, this thesis sought to fill a notable gap in contemporary understanding of Dutch interactions with states like Saudi Arabia, which present complex dynamics due to their controversial human rights records and geopolitical significance. By critically analyzing Dutch-Saudi relations, the research aimed to explain the extent to which these theoretical perspectives explain Dutch foreign policy decisions. The findings of this thesis indicate that the Dutch state’s persistent engagement with Saudi Arabia is predominantly driven by structural realist considerations, particularly national interests in economic and security domains. The Netherlands has strategically realigned its foreign policy in response to global economic security challenges, prioritizing the stabilization of its economy through the import of critical resources and alignment with a economically and geopolitically significant partner like Saudi Arabia. While neoliberal institutionalism provides some insight into the mutual economic benefits and interdependence, it fails to fully account for the primary security-driven and pragmatic strategies that define Dutch-Saudi relations. Thus, the research concludes that the Netherlands' cooperation with Saudi Arabia is primarily motivated by economic resilience and strategic benefits, despite normative differences. 
The theoretical and empirical implications of these findings are significant. The results challenge previous assumptions that economic and normative values are always at the forefront of Dutch foreign policy. Instead, this research demonstrates that structural realism, with its focus on security and economic resilience, offers a more compelling explanation for the Netherlands' actions. This insight contributes to the broader academic discourse by highlighting the pragmatic approach the Netherlands takes in its international relations, often prioritizing national security and economic stability over normative values. This thesis fills a gap in contemporary scholarship by offering a detailed case study of Dutch-Saudi relations, showcasing how the Netherlands navigates the complex interplay of national interests, international obligations, and ethical considerations. Furthermore, this thesis enhances our understanding of Dutch foreign policy by offering a comprehensive analysis of its economic relations with Saudi Arabia, a subject previously underexplored. It provides critical insights into the contradictions in balancing economic gains with human rights advocacy, thereby laying-out the considerations underlying the Netherlands' international engagements. By situating Dutch-Saudi relations within the broader frameworks of neoliberal institutionalism and structural realism, this thesis not only clarifies the specific case of Dutch foreign policy but also deepens our understanding of how these theoretical frameworks apply to contemporary foreign policy decisions. The findings demonstrate that, while mutual economic benefits and interdependence (as highlighted by neoliberal institutionalism) play a role, the dominant driving force is the strategic alignment for economic security and geopolitical influence (as emphasized by structural realism). Consequently, this thesis enriches the discourse on the Netherlands' role and strategies within the international system, presenting a nuanced perspective on the complex interplay between national interests, international obligations, and ethical considerations in the formulation of foreign policy.

Discussion

Firstly, one of the primary limitations of this thesis is the reluctance to adopt modern political theorists' works and expanding the theories by incorporating new concepts to enhance explanatory value. This practice often results in theoretical convergence, which blurs the distinctions between different theories and conflicts with the contrasts which this thesis aims to highlight. Therefore, for the most part, the original texts of Waltz for structural realism and Keohane and Nye for neoliberal institutionalism were used. Secondly, the theory of structural realism, as utilized in this thesis, does not account for the internal dynamics of states, focusing instead on survival and security as the primary concerns of states. According to structural realism, pragmatic and security-driven considerations override normative concerns, and the research question itself implies a significance to normative values that structural realists would not acknowledge as critical. This detail somewhat weakens the phenomenon trying to be solved since the premise of the puzzle would be somewhat dismissed by structural realists. Thirdly, the hypothesis related to soft power in this thesis assumes that the Netherlands aims to coerce Saudi Arabia into respecting human rights, which may not fully capture the complexity of the situation. Identifying the normative values that a state genuinely supports is challenging, especially when the premise of this thesis suggests contradictions in the Netherlands' actions regarding the upholding of human rights. This assumption may limit the comprehensiveness of the analysis. Lastly, a significant limitation is the reliance on not-yet-confirmed data from CBS for analyzing trade openness in the complex interdependence analysis. The usage of outdated data, with 2021 data still not confirmed, affects the robustness of the conclusions drawn regarding the neoliberal institutionalist perspective. This data limitation hinders the ability to fully validate the hypothesis related to complex interdependence.
Regarding future research avenues, the original plan for this thesis was to conduct in-depth interviews with policymakers and state officials during an internship at the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Due to confidentiality issues and significant pressure from civil society groups, this proved to be too ambitious. However, this could have significantly enhanced the depth and accuracy this thesis, even though the theoretical frameworks would have to be changed. Therefore, a suggestion for future research is the conducting of these interviews to discover how policy makers at the Ministry of Foreign Affiairs, who deal with this phenomenon on a day-to-day basis, look at this puzzle. Furthermore, the changing political landscape in the Netherlands, particularly the effect of different coalition governments, should be a focal point for future research. The 2024 rise of the PVV, a party with an outspoken anti-Islamic stance, could have profound implications for Dutch-Saudi relations. Investigating how shifts in political power influence foreign policy decisions would provide valuable insights. Another promising avenue for future research is the impact of the Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive (CSDDD) on Dutch-Saudi relations (European Commission, n.d.). Approved by the European Council on May 24, 2024, this directive, with independent administrative supervision, aims to ensure that large companies, with over a 1000 employees and 450 million in net turnover, operate in a sustainable and socially responsible manner (European Commission, n.d.). This means addressing human rights and environmental impacts throughout their global value chains. Examining how the CSDDD influences Dutch state's engagement with Saudi Arabia and whether it leads to changes in policy or practice would offer important insights into the evolving landscape of international trade and human rights. Given that this thesis highlights the tensions between economic interests and human rights advocacy, understanding the implementation and impact of the CSDDD could reveal whether such regulations effectively promote ethical practices or if they are overshadowed by geopolitical and economic considerations. This research is particularly relevant as it can assess whether the directive leads to genuine changes in corporate behavior or if it becomes another instance of selective human rights advocacy driven by convenience rather than principle.
The broader point made in this thesis concerns the value and application of human rights within Western states. The findings suggest that, rather than being an unwavering principle, human rights may often be wielded as a virtue-signaling tool, deployed selectively when it aligns with geopolitical interests or economic gain. This selective application undermines the authenticity of the commitment to human rights, revealing a potential hypocrisy in international relations. The true belief in and commitment to indiscriminatory ideas hold real value only when these ideals are defended consistently and without exception. Philosophically, this inconsistency raises questions about the very nature of ethical conduct in international politics. If values like human rights are only upheld when convenient, their universal applicability is called into question, reducing them to mere rhetoric rather than genuine moral imperatives. Without a genuine and unwavering defense, these values risk being perceived as superficial or conditional, eroding their legitimacy and potentially fostering cynicism about the true motivations of states. This erosion of trust can have profound implications, suggesting that the principled stances of Western states may be more about maintaining an image than about embodying and promoting universal ethical standards.
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