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On the international scene, the Kingdom of Bahrain has historically maintained good relations
with the United States (US), the United Kingdom (UK) and European Union (EU). Since 1991,
its partnership with the US has become more prevalent as the nation was a military base of
significance in the matter of defence cooperation agreements in the Gulf.! Furthermore,
Bahrain's relationship with the UK and EU has maintained cooperation agreements regarding
Bahrain's economic diversification efforts providing an opportunity for further exchange.?
These diplomatic ties contribute to a range of expectations on both sides regarding matters

outside the military and economic fields.

Another significant factor in Bahrain’s international position is sporting events.
Consequently, the country has been utilizing sporting events as a national soft power
strategy. The hosting of major sporting events serves the role of public diplomacy,
given that sporting events are modern, state-centric conceptions that can provide a

global audience with a controlled introduction of a nation.* In fact, Bahrain used this
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strategy for the 2012 Formula 1 international motor race event.> After cancelling the
event due to the Arab Spring, initially set in 2011, the Formula 1 motor race was reinstated
in 2012, with its organizing body citing the event as an opportunity ameliorate the
difficulties Bahrain was experiencing. Indeed, countries want to use the 425 million
viewers of Formula 1 races to increase their countries' visibility for tourism and to improve

their international image.®

In Bahrain’s case, this event fulfilled a crucial role in rebuilding an international image in line
with modernizing efforts by making the Kingdom a centre for racing and, more importantly,
for investment and commerce in the Gulf. Moreover, becoming a global center for corporate
entertainment, sports, and business tourism is key to the image the Government of Bahrain
(GoB) seeks to emulate. The attention given to the sporting teams and events that the GoB
manages through investments distracts international attention from ongoing human rights
violations.” For this reason, it has also been accused of image laundering, looking to produce
a perfectly catered image of its governance and civil society.® Notably, the European
Parliament Resolution of March 2021 highlights the systemic unrestrained human rights

violations despite Bahraini efforts to overshadow this issue with other political mechanisms.?

As with other Gulf nations, such as Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar,

projecting a modernized identity to a global audience is a significant priority for facilitating
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political stability. This is due to modernization becoming a mechanism in support of the

diversification efforts in economic dimensions.°
Regional Partnerships and Capacities

Bahrain's geopolitical position is not to be underestimated in a regional capacity, as it is an
important strategic location for understanding regional dynamics.'? Bahrain has been a
member of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) since its inception in 1981.%2 The GCC and its
membership serves as an additional analytical explanation behind the regional networks
involving the GoB and its interests, including whom they align with on regional and

international matters.

Furthermore, Bahrain has close ties with Saudi Arabia, as it positions itself in a protective
position. Historically, Bahrain has sought the protection of larger powers by acting as a
suzerain, having done so with the British and the Portuguese in previous centuries.?
Moreover, they are headed by Sunni royalty and share similar governmental strategic
planning to address national issues; although other regional powers are also headed by Sunni

royalty, Bahrain represents a special relationship with Saudi Arabia.4

This partnership was paramount when the Arab Spring started in 2011.%° The Saudi Arabian

military, supported by Kuwait and Qatar, came to the aid of the Al Khalifa family when civil
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unrest took over Bahrain in 2011.%® Saudi Arabian military support was essential for the
subsequent stabilization of the Kingdom. Without a close network in place, the management

of political turmoil would have been more difficult to de-escalate.

Bahrain’s other regional partnerships include Kuwait and the UAE. Although it is no
coincidence that regionalism has both strengthened the economic stability of the Gulf's
economies and the primary source of financing, oil, it has also contributed to strengthening
political bodies of governance.!’ In Bahrain's case, regional cooperation serves as a stabilizing
force for authoritarian rule. Security and stability are high priorities, and regional dynamics

have created a sustainable environment for their political interests.8
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