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Abstract 

This paper attempts to explore the Arabian-Iranian standstill in terms of their bilateral 

relations. In doing so, the paper analyzes the bilateral Cul-de-sac with respect to their 

emerging contours that have manifested in the Post-Arab Spring period, whilst also 

considering the subsequent implications the existing nature of relations ought to have 

on regional stability. The method of research that has been employed throughout the 

course of the study is purely qualitative. Therefore, the theoretical framework of choice 

with regards to the research is that of Neoclassical Realism, which, to put simply, posits 

that there is more to Foreign Policy decisions than the influence of singular factors such 

as structure of the international system for instance or, in this case, the element of 

sectarianism. The research yields results that suggest that in both the states’ vying for 

regional hegemony, sectarianism is but one of the many tools employed. In addition to 

the element of sectarianism, there exists an interplay of varying sorts of domestic 

pressures (for and on high states), transnational empathies, as well as other regional 

statist goals, motives, intentions, and ambitions. 
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Introduction 

In the years, Post Arab Spring, the regional rivalry between the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

(KSA) and Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI), and thereby the Middle East appears to have hit 

new highs. While the two states do not engage and/or fight with each other directly, the 

inflammatory nature of the bilateral feud has transpired to the far and beyond ends of 

the region in the form of a number of proxy wars and/or conflicts: for instance, in Yemen, 

Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq, Bahrain, etc (Lucas 2017). In addition to the aforementioned, 

upheaval in both the states’ societal and political (domestic) arenas, is rapidly gaining 

space and traction which has given way to insurmountable pressures building up, 

domestically. The situation is, moreover, not being helped by the interplay within the 

Middle East of various global actors that, too have stakes involved, and may benefit from 

pitting regional forces (KSA & IRI) against each other. The recent and rapidly intensifying 

bilateral, and therefore regional, antagonism is often, within literature, referred to as 

the Persian Gulf’s Cold War (Takeyh 2019), reflective in some manner of the Cold War 

that existed between the United States of America (USA) and the Union of Soviet 

Socialist Republics (USSR). The intention behind this paper is to analyze the Arabian 

Iranian debacle in terms of its causative factors, emerging contours, and their 

subsequent implications on and for regional security and stability, especially in the post 

Arab Spring scenario. The structure of this paper is as such that the first chapter is 

divided into three parts; historical background of the rivalry, nature of the conflict, and 

the theoretical framework that has been employed (in this paper) to analyze the issue 

at hand; the second chapter attempts to chalk out the conflict’s recently emerging 

contours and their resultant implications for regional stability; the third chapter employs 

the three levels analysis method to further strengthen the aforementioned parameters 

of study; the fourth chapter, taking into account all of the assertions of the paper, draws 

out possible solutions and/or common grounds between KSA and IRI that can be 

capitalized upon in terms of adding into bilateral relations an element of civility for the 

future. 
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Theoretical Framework 

For this paper, the theoretical framework that has been adopted is that of Neo-Classical 

Realism, a recently developed branch in the realist school of thought (Taliaferro 2010). 

Neo-Classical Realism was coined, in1998, by Gideon Rose in an article in World Politics. 

The theory exists to combine classical realist ideas with those of neorealism, whilst 

positing that any given state’s actions, its foreign policy agenda, inclinations and their 

reflection in the international arena can be analyzed, determined, and explained by 

taking into consideration a plethora of variables (systemic, cognitive, and domestic), for 

instance: 

1. Distribution of power amidst states and subsequent power capabilities; 

(systemic)  

2. Threat perception (on an international level, in an anarchic international system), 

systemic pressures, intentions of other states; (cognitive)   

3. Institutional, societal, political factors within the states; (domestic) 

Keeping in view the realist aspect (idea of balance of power) of its assertions, Neo-

Classical Realism, furthermore, asserts that the states’ lack of trust within their 

counterparts as well as the resulting misperceptions provide breeding ground for 

imbalance and disparity in global power structures, often causing or at the very least, 

paving way for the rise and fall of great nations. The idea behind making use of this 

theoretical framework is the primary fact that it takes into consideration the 

convolutions, the intricacies and the multifaceted factors that are at play at the three 

chosen levels of analysis, in terms of:  

1. The prevalent regional rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia,  

2. Its emerging contours, and  

3. Its implications (for regional stability and security).  

Throughout the paper, I intend to contend that that this regional rivalry, in all its 

multifacetedness, is too complex to be explained or analyzed using one singular 

approach and/or by limiting the scope of the study/analysis to one factor or the other. 
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For instance, neo-realists often consider the structure of the international system 

as the causative factor behind any given state’s actions. Neo-realists often tend to 

overlook the notion that that it is at times the perception(s) (based on domestic and 

cognitive factors as well as leaders’ idiosyncrasies) of the international system that 

makes different states’ responses to similar international stimuli. 

Historical Background 

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia and the Islamic Republic of Iran fall amongst the region’s 

most powerful states. The two happen to have been in a power struggle for such a long 

time now that their rivalry has now become a persistent and permanent feature, to some 

extent, of the Middle Eastern geopolitics. According to many, at the root of this bilateral 

feud is the difference ground in the variant and/or sect of the Islamic religion that the 

two states predominantly follow; whilst Saudi Arabia is a predominantly Sunni state 

(based on its population), Iran at the same time is a predominantly Shiite state (again, 

based on its population). Within the region, states largely divided around the 

aforementioned sectarian lines of division where a certain percentage of states fall 

within, essentially, the sphere of influence of Saudi Arabia whilst the remaining fall 

under the sphere of influence of Iran; these states, based on their population’s religious 

and sectarian inclinations then look to either Saudi Arabia or Iran for guidance, help, and 

support when required. 
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In addition to the aforementioned, the two further differ and find point of contention and 

division in the fact that Iran has a rather extensive history in terms of nationhood as well 

as a large population; Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, owns a significant percentage of 

the global oil reserves as well as being custodians of two out of all of Islam’s holiest 

sites. Initially, Saudi Arabia viewed itself as the leader of the entirety of the Muslim 

world; the aforementioned changed with the emergence of the 1979 Iranian Revolution, 

often termed as Iran’s Islamic Revolution; the revolution paved way for the emergence 

of a state with a different approach to politics- i.e., a revolutionary theocracy (Buchan 

2013). Before 1979, Iranian-Saudi bilateral relations proceeded and existed with relative 

peace, and without any conflict-based instances of a greater magnitude (Seeberg 2018). 

In fact, there were multiple instances of improvement apparent in Iranian-Arabian 

bilateral relations, for example (Agaev 2014): 

1. Increment in cooperation against Gamal Abdel Nassser’s proposition of pan-

Arabism  

2. Increment in cooperation against possible and potential penetration and growing 

influence of the Soviet Union 

3. Increment in cooperation against the Iraqi Baathists vying for dominance of their 

idea of secular Arab Nationalism. 

Bilateral cooperation was further strengthened by Richard Nixon’s twin pillar policy 

in the Persian Gulf; as per the twin pillar policy, Saudi Arabia and Iran were to operate 

in coordination in order to protect American interests and goals in the region (Wolf 

2020). The aforementioned cooperation paved way for cooperation in carrying out 

joint operations in order to eliminate the communist ideas that had emerged in 

Somalia, Yemen, and Oman.  

The first hints of discontent emerged out of a difference of opinion in terms of oil 

prices, to put it in a nutshell. Reza Shah Pahlavi put forth the idea, to induce an 

increment in oil prices, in front of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 

Countries (OPEC), expecting that this desire would be matched by their Saudi 

counterparts who’d also (post King Faisal’s assassination in 1975) recently adopted 
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a new approach that granted quite the primacy to oil (Saudi Arabia’s major resource). 

Interestingly, however, the latter refused to comply as OPEC’s de facto leader. 

Employing the aforementioned method of refusing to comply with Reza Shah’s 

demand of inducing an increment in oil prices, Saudi Arabia not only was able to 

acquire a larger share in the oil market but also was simultaneously successful in 

complying with aiding and protecting economic interests of the West within the 

Middle East. Iran, on the other hand, had much less to reap; in that, the state of Iran 

had an increasing budget deficit to cater to alongside the physical and material costs 

of maintaining a military. Slowly but surely, domestic upheaval materialized, under 

the belief and pretext that Reza Shah’s economic program had fallen through. The 

aforementioned simple refusal to comply with the Iranian demand singlehandedly 

paved way for the regional discontent that now prevails (Baek 2018).  

Once the Iranian Islamic revolution of 1979 materialized, a difference in Iranian stance 

(to put religion at the forefront of the state’s identity and socio-political fabric) 

emerged. In adopting the aforementioned, difference of opinion in terms of the 

variant of Islam grew and became rather apparent; in that, Ayatollah Khomeini on 

multiple occasions criticized the decadence of the Wahhabi ideology purported by the 

Saudi Monarchy. In contrast, the Khomeini regime proposed their upheld theocracy 

based on the principles of Shiite ideology could be a better alternative, regionally 

speaking. This proved to be a bone of contention that has lasted ever since as it 

clashed with the Saudi Arabian state’s self-proclaimed religious legitimacy and 

supremacy. In the light of the aforementioned, Iran employed covert methods as well 

as the media (out-rightly) to mobilize Saudi Arabia’s Shiite minority; this furthered 

the wedge that had appeared in the bilateral relations of the two states, as the latter 

grew suspicious of the former’s intentions. This suspicion transpired in the form of 

financial assistance worth of billions flowing into Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, in support 

for and of his plans to invade Iran. Multiple direct attacks followed, bilaterally: 

1. Saudi tankers were targeted and attacked  

2. Iranian fighter jets were shot down  
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3. Iranians protesting in Mecca were killed in a riot that was followed by stampede, 

in 1987; in relation to which, Ayatollah Khomeini was known to have said, "These 

vile and ungodly Wahhabis, are like daggers which have always pierced the heart 

of the Muslims from the back...Mecca is in the hands of a band of heretics" (Gaub 

2016). 

Nature of the conflict 

 Both the states have very rarely fallen into direct battles and/or wars; the two have, for 

multiple decades now, opted to fight their fight and project power through weaker states 

of the region under the pretext of armed proxy conflicts. For instance, breaking out of 

conflicts within Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Yemen, etc.; divisions of actors involved 

in the aforementioned conflicts are largely known to have elements of political and 

financial support of and from both Saudi Arabia and Iran. The idea behind not engaging 

in direct wars is fairly simple; the destructiveness of it all, its threat to the security of 

the two states as well as the extent and gravity of losses (material and non-material) 

(Kausch 2017).  

Though rare, direct attacks (when they have taken place) have been rather calculated in 

order to avoid any form of escalation. For instance, 2019 witnessed a chain of attacks in 

the Persian Gulf on both states’ oil tankers by either side. The aforementioned acted as 

an eye-opener for both states, in terms of what could materialize if the conflict was left 

unresolved, and so both states were found to welcome and accept (to some extent) 

international goodwill efforts of mediation.  

However, the thing with mediation efforts is the fact that they are just that; mediation 

efforts. No other state can take decisions on the behalf of either Saudi Arabia or Iran; or 

determine and/or formulate their regional and/or foreign policy directions for the two 

states in question. In addition to that, while most powerful international actors support 

or help carry out mitigationaimed activities between Saudi Arabia and Iran, none of them 

are neutral actors in what is termed the Middle Eastern Cold War. Both the states have 

employed and exploited (to some extent) their relations with, for instance, different 
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American administrations to one’s advantage and the other’s disadvantage. For instance, 

Iran benefits off of American administrations with the Democratic Party in power, 

whereas Saudi Arabia fares well when the American administrations are those where 

majority is held by Republicans.  

Emerging contours  

The Arabian-Iranian regional rivalry can best be understood as a cold war of sorts where 

each of the two states involved, are battling for regional hegemony (to say the least). An 

interesting aspect, as mentioned previously (and as it is comprehendible from the use 

of the term ‘cold war’), is the fact that there is rare direct military confrontation on a 

bilateral level. The states’ idea of acquiring influence in the Middle East reflects itself in 

the political and social deterioration of the region’s relatively weaker states; due largely 

to the latter’s succumbing to Arabian and Iranian proxy wars.  

A riveting fact in this particular matter is the structural resemblance this post Arab 

Spring Arabian-Iranian cold war shares with what was previously referred to as the 

Arab Cold War (in the 1950s and the 1960s). A pattern to analyze the relative power of 

the major actors then was to be determined from each of the protagonists’ ability to 

influence regional and/or domestic scuffles (Shaw 2016):  

1. Where the weaker states of the region remained unable to assert and expand 

control over their own populace.  

2. Where the weaker states of the region sought support and aid (material and non-

material) from their more powerful regional counterparts.  

3. Where the instances of support transpired into establishment of intricate alliance 

systems between regional allies against regional opponents.  

In addition to the ‘struggle for Syria’, much like today, was one of the key elements 

of the Arab cold war. As per the assertions of Brookings Doha Center and its papers, 

the post Arab Spring Arabian-Iranian cold war shares much of the same 

characteristics as the ‘old cold war’.  
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A relatively different element imbued within the fabric of the post Arab Spring cold 

war is the hint of sectarianism, but labelling it a fight of dominance between Shiite 

Islam and Sunni Islam would be a reductionist approach to take on (Rabi 2018). For 

instance, if all it really is, is a sectarian issue, another predominantly Sunni state 

within the region is Turkey and to assert its sectarian and regional dominance, Saudi 

Arabia could have formed what would be a rather substantial axis with Turkey. 

Similarly, in an effort to expand the Sunni-Salafi ideology, and again to make space 

for the assertion of its regional dominance, the state of Saudi Arabia should not have 

had its reservations with that of the Muslim Brotherhood; the latter labeled the Saudi 

monarchy of being ‘religiously lax’. The aforementioned instances go to showing that 

there are inherent intra-Sunni disputes that have created within the Sunni-Salafi 

factions divisions that are rather serious. This then goes to showing that there is 

much more to the conflict than a sectarian fight (Ghoble 2019).  

Referring to the regional rivalry and its subsequent impacts on and implications for 

regional security as a mere fight of dominance between two sects of Islam would 

limit the scope of the analysis in the sense that it: 1. Paints a distorted analytical 

picture. 2. Reduces the Middle Eastern regional dynamics to an absurdity. 3. Paints a 

misperceived image of the intentions and motives of the protagonists. Remaining 

strictly theoretical, the Arab Spring acted as a major blow in the Saudi Arabian strive 

and struggle for winning the competition that asserting regional dominance has 

become. It is to be noted that with the application of the term cold war to this conflict, 

its axes of conflict have expanded over the boundaries of bilateralism. Now involved 

in the Arabian-Iranian competition, to acquire the status of a regional hegemon, other 

than the Saudis and Iranians themselves (to name a few) are (Gengler 2020):  

1. The Muslim Brotherhood  

2. Emergent Islamic State (IS)  

3. Al Qaeda  

4. Hezbollah  

5. Daesh  
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The assertion paves way for another emerging contour that is particular to the post 

Arab Spring variant of the cold war; the power paradox (Perry 2017). The paradox of 

power suggests that any given actor acquires considerable amounts of power by 

giving away a certain percentage of their own power, in a manner that promote the 

interests of other actors involved in the process. In the case of Middle East (and the 

topic of this paper, the Arabian-Iranian rivalry), the relative power of the individual 

Saudi and/or Iranian military does not matter as much; what does matter is the extent 

of each state’s capability in extending material and non-material aid to weaker 

regional allies and/or non-state actors in their political battles, domestically 

(Salloukh 2013). The aforementioned requires ideological, sociological, and political 

connections that transcend national boundaries. The aforementioned can be 

understood with the help of an example; i.e. the Iranian support of the Syrian Ba’athist 

Government and in contrast, the Saudi support for the Syrian National Coalition.  

This power paradox and the aforementioned example can also then be employed to 

justify an argument made previously; that the regional Arabian-Iranian has more to 

it than a mere sectarian issue. Iran’s support of the dominantly Sunni majority 

Baathist party as well as one that espouses pan-Arabism, Arab Nationalism, and 

Secularism does not fit in line with Iranian ideas of revolutionizing the Muslim world 

islamically. The Iranian support for Syrian Ba’athists has found a common middle 

ground in terms of common enemies; for instance, Israel.  

Lastly, an imperative emerging contour to mention is one that is relatively recent; i.e. 

the recently softened stance of Saudi Arabia towards that of Iran. The international 

system appears to have heaved a sigh of relief at the insinuation that there have been 

covert bilateral talks recently too. The aforementioned is of concern, in a positive 

light, due to the fact that there had been no bilateral diplomatic ties between the two 

states for about five years prior to the talks. 
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Implications for regional stability 

 The implications for regional stability are quite straightforward; the ongoing bilateral 

tussle between Iran and Saudi Arabia, if continued, is only going to further the regional 

instability that is already prevalent; the aforementioned is bound to spill over into the 

domestic arenas of the protagonist states themselves which, understandably will have 

dire consequences for all involved. The first and foremost cause of concern and one that 

requires immediate attention is Iran’s nuclear program (Fair 2018). The aforementioned 

issue remains one of the most prominent challenges in terms of Middle Eastern security. 

While the JCPOA had all but fallen through during Trump’s republican administration, to 

some extent at the behest of Saudi Arabia, there exists a high chance that it could be 

revived under the current Democratic administration of Joe Biden. Taking into 

consideration the volatility of the region alongside Iran’s geostrategic importance, the 

state acquiring nuclear capability could prove to be devastating for the region; as it, 

understandably, would pave way for nuclear proliferation within the Middle East (Rezavi 

2018). This can then have global impacts in terms of raising serious questions over 

international security regime as a whole. In retaliation, whilst Saudi Arabia is presently 

not known to be having the nuclear capability, it could embark on that journey if it sensed 

a threat to its survival (Miller 2018). Prince Turki al Faisal, former political and diplomat, 

is known to have suggested as much, stating in 2011 that, ‘the Kingdom might consider 

producing nuclear weapons if it found itself between the atomic arsenals of Iran and 

Israel. In lieu of these facts, Saudi Arabia so far has (Guzansky 2015):  

1. Signed an MOU with the United States of America under the latter’s Atoms for 

Peace program, to acquire nuclear capability for civil use and purposes.  

2. Bought information pertaining to nuclear weapons from Israel.  

3. Signed a deal of mutual cooperation with China on nuclear energy, under the 

pretext of which the Kingdom plans to enact about 16 nuclear reactors by 2030. 

However, some essence of consolation can be found in the fact that the state is a 

signatory party to the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons. In 

addition to giving way to regional nuclear proliferation, it will provide breeding 
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ground to the exacerbation of the already prevalent proxy wars; as suggested 

previously, that it is the paradox of power that ascertains any state’s ability to 

influence weaker ones within the region. Furthermore, as there are already divisions 

in the Arab states for several reasons, Iran’s development of a nuclear capability can 

weaken the bonds between the gulf states further; this will pave way for:  

1. An increment in instability and hostility within the Gulf states.  

2. Political bifurcation (and possible dissolution) of the Gulf Cooperation Council. 

Turkey could capitalize on the creation of this void and could possibly embark on a 

journey to assert its own dominance in the region, for which it has been vying for 

after being unable to find satisfactory space within and alongside the European 

Union. Lastly, while none of the two states (Iran and Saudi Arabia) actively seek war 

as both are aware the losses would be far higher than the profits (which aren’t even 

guaranteed), anything could tip what is now a proxy conflict in the direction of a war 

(even if it is on limited scale). The degree of uncertainty evident and prevalent in the 

Arabian-Iranian relations provides breeding ground for misperception of actions; for 

instance, any mobilization of forces (even if they were meant for a crisis or situation 

that was completely unrelated) could be considered an act of aggression. This can 

then lead to counter-escalation and mobilization which would be quite capable of 

instigating what would be the fourth gulf war, of this magnitude. 

A Three-Level Analysis 

A three level analysis based on the two states’ domestic, regional and international 

drivers should paint a more comprehensive picture of Arabian-Iranian bilateral 

relations, to later be able to chalk out points of convergence, areas of cooperation, 

and instances of resolution of the conflicts that exist at the bilateral level.  

Domestic 

Saudi Arabia’s Viewpoint 
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The Saudis for the longest time, since 1979, have believed that they themselves have 

to defend the region against what is a militaristic, expansionist/militaristic Shiite 

theocracy with revolutionary ideals. Saudi Arabia intends for the regional order, for 

the most part, to remain as is whilst the belief regarding Iran is that the latter is in a 

Trotsky-esque stage of expounding ideas of revolution. In their belief in the 

aforementioned, the Saudis have solidified their understanding of Iran as an inherent 

existential threat. The recent approach that Muhammad Bin Salman has adopted is to 

counteract against and in the face of threats. The predominant idea that the entire 

Saudi state has gotten behind suggests that the Saudi stance pertaining to Iran will 

remain the same should Iran not cease its active measures in the destabilization of 

the region. Saudis do believe that a regime change in Iran might play out to the benefit 

of the region.  

Iran’s Viewpoint  

Iran, since 1979, too has harbored an enmity towards the Wahabi-Salafi-Sunni Saudi 

state that has, over the years, cozied up to the United States of America; and in doing 

so and while embarking on the path to modernity, the Iranians believe that the former 

have let go of true Islamic principles. Furthermore, Iranians believe that it can 

function in the international system without acquiring membership of the 

international community and without building profound alliances. This fits in line with 

their political Islamist ideology but it does not mean that the state does not wish to 

embark upon building economic interactions globally as well as desiring integration 

into the international markets’ trade flows. An inherent issue, however, with Iran is 

its constitutional division between that of the state and the government. The state 

(under the leadership of the Supreme Leader) shapes and formulates domestic and 

foreign policies whereas the job of the elected government is to merely implement 

the aforementioned policies. It is thus safe to say that Iranian foreign policy is an 

outright reflection of its domestic politics; which needs to change for there to be 

apparent change in the state’s foreign policy direction.  
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Regional  

Yemen 

The widespread belief within Saudi Arabia regarding Yemeni Houthis is that the latter 

are proxies of Iran; which could be referred to as an approach that is reductionist. 

Yemeni history is littered with instances of shifting alliances, due to regional and 

international actors’ interference and to acquire protection against the same. The 

same, the Saudis need to understand, applies for Yemeni-Iranian relations; there have 

been instances where their bilateral relations have been at the worst (for example, 

Northern Yemen’s relations with Iran during the Iran-Iraq war). Saudi Arabia too has 

supported various factions within Yemen (including the Zaidi Shiite group) to assert 

their own control over the state. Keeping in view the aforementioned, it is imperative 

that both the states understand that the conflict is not along sectarian lines but for 

regional hegemony. In an effort to achieve the aforementioned, the Saudis enacted a 

blockade to prevent the Yemeni insurgency from surmounting which has failed 

miserably but has given way to the worst humanitarian crisis in the state of Yemen.  

Lebanon 

Lebanon in its entirety (its military, economy, politics, and culture) has become 

breeding ground for contestation for regional protagonists. The state remains central 

in primacy for Iran to be able to expand its goals of political and strategic nature. The 

latter is also known to have provided support of all kinds for the Islamist group 

Hezbollah, since 1982. Similarly, Saudi Arabia supports Salafi groups within the state 

of Lebanon whilst also funding infrastructural development, in an attempt to acquire 

control of the state. Even the security of the state rests with the two regional powers 

and their support for groups within Lebanon; for instance, if the Saudi aid and support 

to the Lebanese army decreases and simultaneously Iranian backing of Hezbollah 

increases, it can reflect quite drastically on the security parameters of the state.  
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Bahrain 

 Geographically, Bahrain is situated sandwiched between two regional hegemons 

(Saudi Arabia and Iran) due to which the state has become an epicenter of the regional 

rivalry’s sectarian aspect to play out, in their strive for regional hegemony and 

consequent geopolitical competition. The Shiite movement in the state has been 

labeled an example of Iranian 5th generation warfare whilst Saudi Arabia 

simultaneously funds Sunni elements within the state. Many a questions can be raised 

upon the prospects of the regime’s long term survival should the sectarian divide’s 

prevalent constant securitization continue.  

Syria 

The proxy war in Syria has long been breeding ground for the institutionalization of 

the bilateral rivalry that exists between Saudi Arabia and Iran; the aforementioned 

war has, for long, gradually progressed with its brutalities increasing by the day. As 

asserted in various pieces of literature, the question of Syria is one that decides who 

has ultimately ‘won’ in the post Arab Spring cold war. Keeping in line with the 

aforementioned, Saudi Arabia wants to weaken its Iranian counterparts through Syria 

and Iran hopes to achieve the same.  

International/Systemic  

Europe 

Europe for the most part has been on the back foot in terms of intervening 

internationally and in regional developments elsewhere. Its interests in the Middle 

Eastern region persist, however. Some of its interests within the Middle East include: 

1. Building economic linkages  

2. Working towards energy related concerns  

3. To prevent proliferation of nuclear weapons  

Europe has however remained on the aforementioned back foot due to their lacking 

in terms of political cohesion; for instance, there were divisions within Europe, behind 
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the E3’s (Germany, United Kingdom, and France) endorsement and partaking in the 

Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. It however has provided them some form of 

standing and leverage within Iran. However, the region still predominantly appears to 

be within the foothold of the United States of America and Russia. Europe’s influence 

within the region and its building of long lasting alliances largely depends upon the 

resolution of the Arabian-Iranian rivalry.  

United States  

The last American administration’s idea of engagements within the region purported 

a policy that reflects an anti-Iranian approach; a very prominent example of it is 

Trump cementing American withdrawal from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. 

Simultaneously, the administration before Trump’s was known to be one that was 

rather soft on Iran; an example of that again can be found in the Joint Comprehensive 

Plan of Action (and its formulation and materialization). The same Democratic 

administration cut certain percentages of aid and support to Saudi Arabia while the 

latter flourished under Trump’s Republican administration. With the election of Joe 

Biden and the initiation in office of yet another Democratic administration in America, 

several of the US-Saudi agreements (carried out during Trump’s tenure) have been 

put on hold and/or in review. It is thus safe to say that American influence within the 

Middle Eastern region and its direction changes with that of its administration.  

Russia  

Russia, within the Middle East, has played rather diplomatically; Putin’s strategy in 

and for the Middle East has been one that prevents Russia from picking sides in third 

party conflicts whilst also preventing the state from remaining neutral or non-

aligned. Putin’s doctrine or ideology within the Middle Eastern region is devised in a 

manner in which Russia supports both sides enough so that both the opposing sides 

involved are incentivized enough to want Russia to support them. This to some extent 

has played out in the favor of Iran; in that, both Russia and Iran have had to unite 

against Western influence within the region. However, Russia values its ties with both 
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Saudi Arabia and Iran. Despite viewing Saudi Arabia as an exporter of terrorism in 

the context of Russia’s war with the Mujahideen in Afghanistan (1908s), Saudi Arabia 

and Russia have decades-long cooperation pertaining to oil to prove the assertion. In 

addition to that, Saudi Arabia is also in line to buy (and has already bought) weapons 

from Russia (S-400 Missile Defense System, for instance) to name yet another 

instance of cooperation and support.  

Possible Solutions 

Often, the two states’ ideological, cultural, sociological, sectarian, and political 

differences are highlighted to a degree that suggests reconciliation is downright 

impossible, especially with the generous use of terms such as geopolitical enemies, 

arch enemies, lifelong rivals etc. This narrative is built and magnified to such an extent 

that the area or space that exists between the two in terms of the commonality of 

interests is often overlooked. However, it is not as impossible as it is made to appear; 

for instance, the example of Iran-Iraq rivalry can be employed to imbue an element of 

positivity in the current situation. The two states fought in a manner that was inexplicably 

costly, in the 1980s, monetarily as well as in terms of human life. However, both the 

states simultaneously realized that in order to achieve and secure mutual social, 

economic and geopolitical interests, their intrinsic (and even age-old) differences can 

be cast aside. At present, the two states (Iran and Iraq) share an exemplary economic, 

political, and social bond; while the binding factor partially appears to be the majority of 

both states’ populace practicing the same variant of Islam, the need to achieve regional 

and national autonomy is also evident in the two states’ strengthening bilateral ties. 

Similarly, whilst both Iran and Saudi Arabia have been the protagonists of the Middle 

Eastern cold war for a long time now, it is high time both the states recognize that more 

can be achieved through the employment of soft power as opposed to hard power. 

Cooperation, in terms of both states’ strive to achieve regional dominance, national 

autonomy as well as regional superiority and prestige, can prove to be more fruitful 

because despite this regional rivalry’s many stereotypes, there are a plethora of 

common interests between the two:  
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1. Both the states seek to remain relevant in the oil market  

2. Both the states place considerable importance within that of stable oil prices  

3. The stable oil prices are equally important for both states’ economies’ smooth 

operationalization.  

The aforementioned is not entirely unbelievable and/or impossible as the two states 

have cooperated in the past (during the times of the American Twin Pillar policy, for 

instance). Additionally, the previously suggested notion of bilateral cooperation is in 

the benefit of both the states as both have spent arduously in their competition 

against the other, in terms of both material and non-material items. Reduced 

spending and exertion in the arena of security could allow for both the states to 

invest their energies and resources elsewhere which can additionally provide 

stability to both the states’ economies as well as both their standings in the 

international arena.  

Another area of common interest that the two states can simultaneously capitalize 

upon, in a joint manner, is that of Palestine; as unlike its Gulf counterparts, Saudi 

Arabia for the most part has strayed away from normalizing ties with the Israeli 

state. So, both Iran and Saudi Arabia can find convergence in the plight of the people 

of Palestine. Moreover, a regional security framework (more so, one based on 

maritime security), especially one that includes Iran is another common interest that 

can additionally be beneficial in the face of ending the bilateral rivalry that exists 

between Iran and Saudi Arabia; as Saudi Arabia (and its Gulf counterparts) and Iran 

all are in the business of exporting hydrocarbons through the same passage(s):  

1. The Strait of Hormuz, and  

2. 2. The Gulf of Oman  

The aforementioned can also put an end to Iran’s attacks on commercial shipping 

activities within the zone (in retaliation to the ‘Maximum Pressure’ notion expounded 

by former President Donald Trump) as well as their ‘if we can’t sell our oil, nobody 

can’ rhetoric which would be beneficial for both the world and the region. If a joint 
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maritime security agreement is reached, Iran should be able to resume its oil export 

on a full-blown scale and resultantly, disruption and blockages in the sea lanes and 

routes can be done away with.  

The key to the resolution of this Middle Eastern rivalry as well as the region’s 

instability remains in the hands of the two protagonists (Iran and Saudi Arabia). If the 

two states are able to put their differences aside, and embark on a journey towards 

rebuilding ties, other regional players are bound to follow suit. The aforementioned 

can pave way for the notion of peaceful coexistence to prevail; after which the MENA 

states can:  

1. Jointly revive the Organization of Islamic Cooperation with full zeal,  

2. 2. Work towards battling and eliminating poverty, terrorism, intolerance,  

3. 3. Work towards bringing about joint socio-political reforms.  

A positive role can be played in this by the current American administration under 

the leadership of President Joe Biden in encouraging bilateral rapprochement 

between Saudi Arabia and Iran. As of 21st June, 2021, Iran’s recent President-elect 

Ebrahim Raisi has said, “There are no obstacles from Iran's side to re-opening 

embassies. There are no obstacles to ties with Saudi Arabia". The aforementioned 

paired with Saudi Arabia’s disapproval and dismay of Hassan Rouhani’s 

incompetence, in being able to bring about change in the status quo that exists 

bilaterally, may make way for de- escalation and tight-lipped approach that the two 

have had for each other.  

Conclusion 

Saudi Arabia and Iran have, for decades now, played a game of striving for regional 

hegemony and balance of power; sectarianism is but one tool that has been used 

alongside many others. It is also safe to say that the two states have surpassed 

sectarian divisions in terms of extending support of all kinds to regional players to 

achieve the aforementioned. To understand the rivalry and regional instability in its 

entirety, as the paper suggests, it is imperative to take into consideration the domestic 



21 

 

Rationale-47: Pakistan’s leading National Security and Foreign Policy Analysis Think Tank 

 

pressures, transnational empathies and regional statist goals, motives, intentions, 

and ambitions. 
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