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Abstract
The Iran-Saudi rivalry has been a pivotal factor in shaping the
security landscape of the Middle East, with implications for
regional stability and global geopolitics. This study explores the
impact of this rivalry on regional security during two critical
periods: the Cold War era and the post-Arab spring crisis. The
objective is to analyze how the strategic competition between Iran
and Saudi Arabia evolved and how it influenced the broader
Middle Eastern security environment. A key gap in existing
literature is the lack of a comparative analysis that examines the
shifts in the rivalry's dynamics before and after the Arab Spring.
The study uses a qualitative approach, combining historical
analysis, policy reviews, and case studies of key conflicts such as
Yemen, Syria, and Bahrain. Findings reveal that while the Cold
War rivalry was largely shaped by ideological and superpower
influences, the post-Arab spring period has seen an intensification
of sectarianism, proxy wars, and regional power struggles, with
significant implications for security architecture. The conclusion
emphasizes that the rivalry continues to destabilize the region,
exacerbating conflicts and undermining cooperative security
efforts. Recommendations include fostering dialogue between
Iran and Saudi Arabia, promoting regional security frameworks,
and encouraging international diplomatic engagement to mitigate
the negative effects of the rivalry on Middle Eastern stability.

Keywords: Iran-Saudi Rivalry, Regional Security, Middle East, Cold War,
Arab Spring

Introduction

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has been one of the defining features of Middle Eastern
geopolitics for decades. Both nations, as regional heavyweights in the Gulf, have long
vied for influence, and their rivalry has played a pivotal role in shaping the political and
security dynamics of the broader Middle East. Historically, the competition between
Iran and Saudi Arabia has been driven by ideological, religious, and political
differences, with Iran being a predominantly Shia theocracy and Saudi Arabia a Sunni
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monarchy. This rivalry has manifested itself in various proxy conflicts, diplomatic
standoffs, and direct confrontations in countries like Yemen, Syria, Iraq, and Bahrain,
among others (Abdo, 2020; Al-Rasheed, 2021; Bishop, 2021).. The Cold War period
(1947-1991) and the post-Arab spring crisis (post-2011) are two critical phases that
witnessed significant shifts in the nature of the Iran-Saudi competition and its broader
regional impact. The Cold War saw the rivalry unfold within the context of global
superpower competition, where both Iran and Saudi Arabia aligned with opposing
blocs, albeit for differing reasons. In contrast, the post-Arab spring period has seen new
dimensions of regional volatility, with sectarian divides and new geopolitical actors
complicating the security environment. This analysis seeks to understand the evolution
of the Iran-Saudi rivalry, comparing the impact it had on regional security during the
Cold War and in the aftermath of the Arab Spring (Chandra, 2021; Hidson, 2020). By
exploring these two critical phases, we can better understand the broader implications of
their competition on Middle Eastern stability and security.

Despite the central role the Iran-Saudi rivalry plays in Middle Eastern politics, there is a
notable gap in comprehensive analyses comparing its effects on regional security during
the Cold War and the post-Arab spring era. Most studies tend to focus on one period in
isolation, offering insights into either the Cold War dynamics or the more recent post-
2011 developments (Davidson, 2020; Friedman, 2021). However, few analyses directly
compare the shifts in the nature of the rivalry across these two significant historical
phases and their implications for regional security. This gap is particularly important as
the region has experienced profound transformations in the wake of the Arab Spring,
including the rise of non-state actors, new regional alliances, and evolving global power
dynamics. Understanding how the Iran-Saudi rivalry has adapted to these changes and
how it has shaped the regional security architecture remains underexplored.

Additionally, examining this rivalry in the context of both the Cold War and the post-

Arab spring era will offer deeper insights into the long-term patterns of conflict,

cooperation, and instability in the Middle East. Thus, this study seeks to fill this gap by

offering a comparative analysis of the Iran-Saudi rivalry's impact on regional security,
examining the contrasts and continuities between the Cold War and post-Arab spring
periods. The specific objectives are:

1. To analyze the geopolitical and ideological foundations of the Iran-Saudi rivalry
during the Cold War era and their implications for regional alignment and
security.

11. To examine how the Iran-Saudi rivalry intensified in the Post-Arab Spring
period, particularly through proxy conflicts in countries such as Syria, Yemen,
and Iraq.

1ii. To compare the nature and impact of the Iran-Saudi rivalry on regional security
architecture across the Cold War and Post-Arab Spring periods.
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v. To assess the role of external powers, especially the United States and Russia, in
shaping and responding to the Iran-Saudi rivalry during both historical periods.

Rivalry and Regional Security: The Case of the Iran-Saudi Rivalry

The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia has profound implications for regional
security in the Middle East. Their competition, driven by ideological, geopolitical, and
sectarian factors, has contributed to instability, armed conflicts, and shifting alliances in
the region. The Middle East, often referred to as the "arc of crisis," has seen numerous
conflicts in the last few decades, many of which are deeply intertwined with the Iran-
Saudi rivalry. The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia is not solely about territorial
disputes or direct military engagement; it is primarily fueled by competing visions for
the region and its future. This rivalry operates along several key lines as (Hinnebusch,
2020; Khalil, 2021, Khatib, 2021) submit that, the Iranian Revolution of 1979 marked
the beginning of a significant shift in the Middle Eastern political landscape. Iran's
establishment of an Islamic Republic based on Shia Islam posed a direct challenge to the
Sunni-dominated political order led by Saudi Arabia. Iran's ambition to export its
revolutionary ideology and promote Shia Islam across the region directly clashes with
Saudi Arabia's efforts to maintain its position as the leader of the Sunni Muslim world.
This ideological competition extends beyond religious differences and encompasses
governance models, national identity, and global influence (Lynch, 2020; Mabon,
2021). The Sunni-Shia divide has become a central feature of the Iran-Saudi rivalry. As
the two countries are the largest and most powerful representatives of each sect, their
competition exacerbates sectarian tensions within the region. Both Iran and Saudi
Arabia support sectarian factions in various conflicts across the Middle East, turning
countries like Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen into battlegrounds where Sunni and Shia
communities clash. These tensions have resulted in prolonged civil wars, weakened
state institutions, and mass displacement, further destabilizing regional security.
Geopolitically, Iran and Saudi Arabia both seek to dominate the Middle East and extend
their influence into key regions. Iran's strategic importance has grown through its
control of key proxy groups across the Levant and Arabian Peninsula. Saudi Arabia,
backed by its oil wealth and strategic alliance with the United States, has sought to
counter Iran's influence through its regional alliances and its leadership in the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC). This competition has had ripple effects, leading to shifting
alliances, arms races, and military interventions, such as Saudi involvement in the
Yemen war and Iran's support for Syrian President Bashar al-Assad.

One of the most significant manifestations of the Iran-Saudi rivalry is the proliferation
of proxy wars in the Middle East. Rather than engaging directly in battle, both nations
have fought through surrogates, supplying arms, training, and financial support to
various groups that align with their ideological or geopolitical goals. The result is a
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series of protracted conflicts that destabilize the entire region. The Syrian Civil War
(2011-present) is a prime example of the Iran-Saudi rivalry played out in proxy form.
Iran has provided military support to the Assad regime, seeing the survival of the
Alawite-dominated government as crucial for maintaining Shia influence in the region.
Saudi Arabia, in contrast, has supported Sunni opposition groups fighting against Assad.
This conflict has drawn in various other actors, including Russia, Turkey, and the United
States, but the underlying Iran-Saudi rivalry has been a central factor in its prolongation,
leading to a humanitarian disaster and the entrenchment of multiple armed factions
across the country. The war in Yemen (2014-present) is another example of the proxy
war dynamic between Iran and Saudi Arabia (Philips, 2020; Riedel, 2020; Yazigi, 2020).
The Iran-backed Houthi rebels, who belong to the Zaidi Shia sect, took control of
Yemen's capital, Sana'a, and much of the country, sparking a military intervention by
Saudi Arabia. The conflict has resulted in one of the worst humanitarian crises in the
world, with thousands of civilian casualties, widespread famine, and the destruction of
infrastructure. Both countries have used Yemen as a battleground to assert their
dominance, leading to regional instability and contributing to a worsening of sectarian
tensions. Iran and Saudi Arabia have also supported rival factions in Iraq and Lebanon,
where the balance of power between Sunni and Shia populations remains a sensitive
issue. Iran has extended its influence over Iraq through its support for Shia militias,
particularly after the U.S. invasion in 2003 (Zarif, 2021). Similarly, Saudi Arabia has
backed Sunni factions in both Iraq and Lebanon, supporting the Sunni-dominated
governments and political parties. This has further fueled sectarian tensions and
contributed to instability, making it more difficult for these countries to achieve long-
term peace.

The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia also fuels a regional security dilemma. Each
side's efforts to ensure its own security often increase the sense of insecurity in the other,
leading to an arms race and military buildup in the region. This cycle of escalation
according to (Mabon, 2013; Gause, 2010; Raghavan, 2019) is particularly evident as
both Iran and Saudi Arabia have significantly increased their military expenditures over
the years, largely in response to each other's actions. Saudi Arabia has invested heavily
in advanced military technology, particularly in air defense systems, and has received
substantial arms sales from the United States and other Western allies. Iran, in turn, has
developed indigenous military capabilities and established a robust network of proxy
forces. This military buildup heightens regional tensions and diverts resources away
from development and stabilization efforts. Another significant aspect of the security
dilemma is the potential for nuclear proliferation in the region. Iran's nuclear program
has long been a source of concern for Saudi Arabia, particularly as Tehran has sought to
develop its nuclear capabilities, which many in the West, including Saudi Arabia, fear
could eventually lead to nuclear weapons development. In response, Saudi Arabia has
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suggested that it may seek to pursue its own nuclear program should Iran acquire nuclear
weapons. This has the potential to trigger a regional arms race, further destabilizing the
region.

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has far-reaching consequences for neighboring states and global
powers. Countries in the Gulf, such as Bahrain and the UAE, as well as other Arab states
like Egypt, have aligned themselves with Saudi Arabia to counterbalance Iran's
influence. These alignments have not only affected intra-regional relations but have also
brought global powers into the equation. The United States, historically a key ally of
Saudi Arabia, has found itself entangled in the rivalry, particularly in the context of the
U.S. “pivot to Asia” and its efforts to manage its relations with Iran. While the U.S. and
Saudi Arabia share common interests, such as counterterrorism and energy security, the
Iran nuclear deal (JCPOA) in 2015 introduced tensions between the U.S. and its
traditional allies in the region. The Trump administration's withdrawal from the deal in
2018 re-escalated tensions, and while the Biden administration has sought to return to
the agreement, the broader implications of the Iran-Saudi rivalry for U.S. foreign policy
remain significant. Russia and China have taken advantage of the tensions between the
U.S. and its Gulf allies to increase their presence in the region. Russia's support for Iran,
particularly in Syria, and China's growing economic ties with both Iran and Saudi
Arabia complicate the regional security environment. This alignment of non-Western
powers with both sides of the rivalry introduces new dynamics into the geopolitical
landscape, influencing the behavior of states in the region.

The Iran-Saudi Rivalry in the Cold War

The Iran-Saudi rivalry during the Cold War (1947-1991) was shaped by a complex
interplay of ideological, geopolitical, and regional dynamics. Although both countries
are located in the Middle East and share a similar strategic interest in safeguarding their
security and maintaining dominance in the Gulf region, their rivalry during this period
was influenced by the larger Cold War context, where superpower competition and
alignment with either the U.S. or the Soviet Union played a critical role. This section
explores the key factors that defined the Iran-Saudi rivalry during the Cold War and its
implications for regional security in the Middle East.

The Cold War rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet Union created a global framework
in which countries like Iran and Saudi Arabia had to navigate their positions. The Middle
East became a key battleground for influence as both superpowers sought to extend their
ideological and strategic reach. Throughout much of the Cold War, Saudi Arabia aligned
itself with the United States and Western powers. As a conservative, monarchic regime
with a deep commitment to maintaining its rule and protecting its oil wealth, Saudi
Arabia found itself in close partnership with the U.S. The U.S. provided Saudi Arabia
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with military and economic aid, securing its position as a key ally in the Middle East and
ensuring access to the regions vast oil resources. The shared concern over the spread of
communism and Soviet influence in the region further solidified this partnership. Iran,
under the rule of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, was also a key ally of the United States
during the Cold War (Dodge, 2013; Meyer, 2017). The Shah's regime was an important
part of the West's strategy to contain Soviet influence in the Middle East. Iran's strategic
location, its military capabilities, and its role as the "policeman of the Gulf" made it a
crucial component of U.S. defense strategy in the region. Iran was heavily armed with
American-made weapons, and the Shah maintained a close relationship with
Washington, particularly through intelligence sharing and military cooperation.
However, while both Saudi Arabia and Iran were aligned with the United States, their
specific roles in the Cold War context were different, and their underlying competition
for regional dominance began to emerge more clearly.

While the geopolitical alignment of Iran and Saudi Arabia with the U.S. was similar,
their domestic political systems and the visions they had for the Middle East were
strikingly different. This ideological divide became a central feature of their rivalry.
Saudi Arabia saw itself as the guardian of Islam, particularly after the discovery of vast
oil wealth in the 1930s. As the custodian of the two holiest sites in Islam, Mecca and
Medina, the Saudi monarchy positioned itself as the leader of the Sunni Muslim world.
The kingdom was ideologically conservative, adhering to Wahhabism, an austere
interpretation of Sunni Islam. The Saudi leadership viewed its role as preserving
traditional Islamic values and preventing the spread of ideologies that could challenge
the monarchy or disrupt the status quo in the Arab world. Under the Shah, Iran pursued a
policy of secular nationalism combined with modernist reforms, often referred to as the
"White Revolution." The Shah's Iran was a modernizing state, aligning itself with
Western political, economic, and cultural norms, and using its oil wealth to build a
powerful military. However, the Shah's increasing reliance on the West and his
perceived lack of commitment to Islamic values generated discontent among many,
especially among Shia clerics and left-wing intellectuals. In the 1970s, this ideological
divide deepened, and Saudi Arabia began to see Iran's modernizing, secular, and pro-
Western policies as a challenge to both the Sunni world and the broader regional balance
of power. Iran's increasing efforts to project its influence, particularly through the
development of a powerful military and by expanding its involvement in regional
politics, made Saudi Arabia uneasy about its dominance in the Gulf (Fawcett, 2016;
Chubin, 2013).

The 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran was a pivotal event that dramatically altered the
dynamics of the Iran-Saudi rivalry. The overthrow of the Shah and the establishment of
the Islamic Republic of Iran under Ayatollah Khomeini had profound implications for
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the Middle East and its security. With the establishment of the Islamic Republic, Iran
adopted a radically different ideological approach. The revolution was not only a
rejection of the Shah's regime but also a call for the spread of revolutionary Shia Islam
throughout the Muslim world. Iran's new leadership, under Khomeini, espoused anti-
Western rhetoric, rejected secularism, and sought to challenge the political order in the
region (Al-Rashed, 2010; POMEPs, 2017). Khomeini's vision of an Islamic revolution
posed a direct ideological threat to Saudi Arabia, as the monarchy and its conservative
Sunni ideology were now positioned against the backdrop of Iran's revolutionary Shia
Islam. The Saudi response to the Iranian revolution was one of alarm and opposition.
Saudi Arabia feared that Khomeini's call for a pan-Islamic revolution would inspire Shia
uprisings within the kingdom itself, particularly in its Eastern Province, where a sizable
Shia population lived. Saudi Arabia also feared that Iran's newfound role as a
revolutionary leader would destabilize the region and challenge Saudi leadership of the
Sunni world. To counter this, Saudi Arabia increased its support for conservative Sunni
regimes and movements across the Middle East, including backing Iraq in the Iran-Iraq
War (1980-1988), which would be a key moment in the rivalry. The Iran-Iraq War
became the battlefield for the Iran-Saudi rivalry (Khatib and Dajani, 2016; Baker,
2017). Saudi Arabia, along with other Gulf states, supported Saddam Hussein's Iraq in
its war against [ran. The war was framed as a defense of the Arab world and Sunni Islam
against the threat of Iranian revolutionary Shia Islam. Saudi Arabia provided financial
support to Iraq, including billions of dollars in aid, while also facilitating weapons
supplies to Saddam Hussein's regime. The war, which lasted for eight years, resulted in
hundreds of thousands of casualties and exacerbated the sectarian divide in the region.

The Iran-Saudi rivalry during the Cold War had significant implications for regional
security in the Middle East, particularly as both countries vied for dominance in the
Gulf. Both Iran and Saudi Arabia sought to militarize the Gulf region to secure their
interests. Iran's military buildup under the Shah, supported by U.S. arms sales, turned
Iran into one of the most powerful military forces in the region. In contrast, Saudi Arabia
also began investing heavily in its military capabilities, receiving significant arms
supplies from the U.S. and other Western countries. The military competition between
the two countries heightened regional tensions and laid the groundwork for future
conflicts. Beyond direct military confrontation, the Cold War rivalry also played out
through proxy conflicts. Iran and Saudi Arabia competed for influence in key countries
like Lebanon, Bahrain, Iraq, and Afghanistan. Iran's support for Shia factions in
Lebanon and its involvement in the Afghan resistance to Soviet occupation were seen as
attempts to spread its influence, while Saudi Arabia sought to counteract Iranian efforts
by supporting Sunni movements and Arab nationalist regimes. Both Iran and Saudi
Arabia used their control of vast oil resources as a tool of geopolitical leverage during
the Cold War. As the global oil market became increasingly central to global politics,
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both nations sought to maintain stable oil supplies, and their decisions on oil production
and pricing had major economic and political consequences. Saudi Arabia's leadership
within OPEC, as well as Iran's role as a major oil exporter, meant that both countries
could influence global oil markets to further their political and strategic interests
(Ferguson, 2017; Fawaz, 2015).

Theoretical Frameworks

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has been analyzed through various theoretical frameworks in
international relations, each providing unique insights into the drivers of the conflict and
its impact on regional security. Below, we explore the major theories realism,
constructivism, and neoclassical realism that scholars often use to explain the dynamics
of the Iran-Saudi rivalry and its broader implications for Middle Eastern stability.
Realism, one of the most widely used theoretical frameworks in the study of
international relations, focuses on the pursuit of power and security in an anarchic
international system. Realist scholars emphasize that states act primarily in their self-
interest, driven by the need to ensure survival and maintain their sovereignty. In this
context, the Iran-Saudi rivalry can be seen as a classic power struggle, with both nations
competing for regional hegemony and influence in the Middle East. In the case of Iran
and Saudi Arabia, realism suggests that the rivalry stems from the fundamental
competition for dominance in the Gulfregion. Scholars like Gause (2019) and Friedman
(1993) argue that the two states view each other as existential threats to their strategic
interests. Saudi Arabia seeks to protect its position as the leader of the Sunni Muslim
world, while Iran, after the 1979 revolution, aims to export its revolutionary Shia
ideology and challenge the Sunni-dominated status quo. This competition is amplified
by the geopolitical importance of the region, particularly due to its energy resources and
strategic location.

Realist analyses also underscore the importance of alliances and security guarantees.
During the Cold War, for example, both Iran and Saudi Arabia aligned themselves with
opposing superpowers Saudi Arabia with the United States and Iran with the West until
the 1979 revolution. This alignment also reflects the global balance of power, as both
nations sought external support to counterbalance the influence of their rival. The
implications for regional security under this framework are significant. Realists argue
that the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia perpetuates instability in the region, as
both nations engage in proxy wars, support opposing factions, and arm militias to secure
their interests (Gause, 2019). The constant power struggle increases the likelihood of
conflict and arms races, destabilizing states and fostering an environment conducive to
violent extremism.
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Constructivism, in contrast to realism, emphasizes the role of ideas, beliefs, and
identities in shaping international relations. Constructivist scholars argue that state
behavior is not solely driven by material power but also by the social construction of
national identities, historical narratives, and ideological goals. In the case of the Iran-
Saudi rivalry, sectarianism and ideology are key driving factors. Nasr (2006) and Karsh
(2014) have highlighted that the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia is deeply rooted
in the ideological divide between Sunni and Shia Islam. For Iran, the 1979 Islamic
Revolution fundamentally transformed its identity, as it sought to export its Shia
theocratic model and challenge the established Sunni-led order in the Middle East.
Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, views itself as the leader of the Sunni world and the
custodian of Islam's two holiest sites, Mecca and Medina. This religious divide feeds
into a broader ideological struggle for legitimacy within the Muslim world.

Constructivist scholars argue that the rivalry is not simply about power, but about
competing visions for the future of the region and the Islamic world. Iran's ideological
ambition to lead a Shia axis of resistance (which includes groups like Hezbollah in
Lebanon and the Houthis in Yemen) directly challenges Saudi Arabia's position as the
leader of the Sunni Arab world. This ideological competition is not only about religious
differences but also about how each state defines its role in the world order and how they
perceive their national identity in relation to each other. From a regional security
perspective, the rivalry exacerbates sectarian tensions across the Middle East, leading to
civil wars and instability. In countries like Iraq, Bahrain, and Syria, Saudi and Iranian-
backed factions clash, often along sectarian lines. This, in turn, fuels violence,
undermines state institutions, and creates fertile ground for extremist movements,
further destabilizing the region.

While traditional realism focuses primarily on systemic factors and power competition,
neoclassical realism incorporates domestic political variables such as leadership
decisions, state institutions, and public opinion into its analysis of international
relations. This framework is particularly useful for understanding the shifts in Iran-
Saudi relations, especially in the post-Arab spring period. Neoclassical realists argue
that domestic factors can shape how states perceive their external environment and
make decisions about foreign policy. In the case of Saudi Arabia, the leadership
dynamics within the royal family, as well as the rise of Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman (MBS), have significantly influenced the kingdom's foreign policy toward Iran.
MBS's more aggressive approach to confronting Iran, including his role in the Saudi-led
coalition in Yemen, reflects not only regional strategic calculations but also domestic
imperatives to consolidate power and assert leadership in the Arab world (Yates, 2019).

For Iran, the political survival of the regime, particularly under the leadership of the
Supreme Leader, has shaped its foreign policy toward Saudi Arabia. The Iranian
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leadership sees itself as the protector of the Islamic Revolution and the regional
counterweight to what it perceives as Saudi Arabia's subservience to Western powers,
particularly the United States. Neoclassical realists argue that Iran's foreign policy is
shaped by both ideological goals and internal political considerations, including the
balancing act between hardliners and moderates within the regime (Cunningham,
2018). In this context, the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia is not just a product of
external power competition but also of internal political dynamics that influence
decision-making and foreign policy strategies. These domestic factors, combined with
the broader systemic pressures, contribute to the persistence and intensification of the
rivalry, particularly in the wake of the Arab Spring and the rise of new regional and
global challenges.

The Post-Arab Spring Crisis: New Dynamics and Intensification of the Iran-Saudi
Rivalry

The Arab spring (2011) marked a significant turning point in the Middle East, leading to
the collapse of long-standing authoritarian regimes, widespread protests, and the
eruption of civil wars across the region. This period reshaped the political landscape,
giving rise to new challenges and power dynamics, which significantly impacted the
Iran-Saudi rivalry. The aftermath of the Arab spring exacerbated existing tensions
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, with both nations positioning themselves to influence
the outcomes of these uprisings, sometimes through direct interventions and, more
often, through proxy conflicts. This section explores how the post-Arab spring crisis has
contributed to the intensification of the Iran-Saudi rivalry, focusing on key events and
regions that have defined their competition for regional dominance and influence. It also
examines how the rivalry has spilled over into wider regional instability, posing new
challenges to the Middle East's security architecture.

The Arab spring fundamentally altered the political order of the Middle East, and Iran
and Saudi Arabia quickly recognized the opportunity to reshape the region according to
their respective interests. For both countries, the uprisings presented a new front in their
ideological and geopolitical competition. Iran saw the Arab spring as an extension of its
own 1979 revolution, hoping that the wave of uprisings might lead to a broader regional
shift toward political Islam and, potentially, greater influence for Shia Islam. The
uprisings, particularly in countries like Tunisia, Egypt, and Yemen, were seen as
opportunities to weaken traditional Arab monarchies and secular regimes, creating
openings for Iran to expand its influence. The Iranian government actively supported
movements that aligned with its revolutionary ideals, seeing them as a potential for a
broader Islamic awakening (Kohlmann, 2020; Al-Saud, 2018). In contrast, Saudi Arabia
viewed the Arab Spring with great skepticism and concern. The uprisings, especially in
countries like Bahrain, Yemen, and Syria, posed a direct threat to the stability of the
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Saudi monarchy and the regional order that it had helped to maintain. Saudi Arabia
feared that the Arab spring could inspire Shia uprisings within its own borders,
particularly in the Eastern Province, where there is a significant Shia population. The
kingdom moved swiftly to intervene in Bahrain to help suppress protests and prevent the
establishment of a Shiite-led government in the Gulf. Saudi Arabia also worked to
stabilize other monarchies in the region, including Jordan and Morocco, through
financial aid and political support.

While the Arab spring affected numerous countries, it was the developments in Syria,
Yemen, and Bahrain that became the central battlegrounds for the Iran-Saudi rivalry in
the post-Arab spring period. The Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011, became the
most significant theater of the [ran-Saudi rivalry. Iran, a staunch ally of Syrian President
Bashar al-Assad, supported the regime with military advisors, financial aid, and fighters
from its proxy groups such as Hezbollah in Lebanon. Iran viewed the survival of the
Assad regime as vital for maintaining its influence in the Levant and preserving a "land
bridge" from Tehran to Beirut, through which it could support Hezbollah and other allies
in the region. On the other hand, Saudi Arabia supported various Sunni rebel groups
fighting against Assad, seeing the regime as a key ally of Iran and a threat to Sunni
dominance in the region. The Saudi role in Syria escalated as the war intensified, with
the kingdom providing arms, training, and financial support to opposition groups, many
of which were linked to Islamist factions. The Syrian conflict thus became a proxy war,
with Iran and Saudi Arabia vying for influence, leading to devastating humanitarian
consequences and the further fragmentation of the Syrian state. Yemen emerged as
another critical flashpoint in the post-Arab spring period. In 2014, the Houthi
movement, a group of Zaidi Shia rebels backed by Iran, took control of the Yemeni
capital, Sana'a, and subsequently overthrew the internationally recognized government
of President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi. Saudi Arabia, perceiving the rise of the Houthis
as an extension of Iran's influence in the Arabian Peninsula, launched a military
intervention in Yemen in 2015, aiming to restore Hadi to power and eliminate Iranian-
backed forces (Hussain, 2017; Bahrampour, 2018). The conflict in Yemen quickly
became a proxy war between Iran and Saudi Arabia, with Iran providing support to the
Houthis through weapons and military training, while Saudi Arabia led a coalition of
mostly Sunni Arab states to fight back. The war has resulted in one of the most severe
humanitarian crises in the world, with thousands of civilians killed, millions displaced,
and widespread famine. The war has also deepened sectarian divisions, with the Saudi-
led coalition backing Sunni groups and Iran backing Shia Houthi rebels, further fueling
tensions between the two countries. The Bahraini uprising of 2011, though smaller in
scale compared to other Arab spring uprisings, became another arena for Iran-Saudi
rivalry. The protests, primarily led by the Shia majority, sought political reforms and
greater rights (Al-Saud, 2018). However, the Sunni monarchy in Bahrain, with Saudi
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support, quickly quashed the protests, fearing that they would spill over into a broader
Shia revolt across the Gulf. Saudi Arabia's intervention in Bahrain, sending troops as
part of the Peninsula Shield Force, was a clear demonstration of its determination to
suppress any movements that could threaten the monarchies of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC). For Iran, Bahrain represented a significant strategic interest, as it had
long supported the Shia population there. Iran's backing of Bahraini Shia protesters was
seen as a direct challenge to Saudi Arabia's efforts to maintain stability in the region.
Although Iran did not engage in direct military intervention, its political and ideological
support for Shia movements in Bahrain heightened tensions with the Saudi-led GCC.

The post-Arab spring period saw a significant intensification of sectarianism in the Iran-
Saudi rivalry. While the rivalry had always had a sectarian dimension (primarily based
on the Sunni-Shia divide), the conflicts in Syria, Yemen, and Bahrain brought sectarian
identity to the forefront, framing the conflict as a battle between Sunni and Shia Islam.
Both Iran and Saudi Arabia have used sectarian rhetoric to mobilize their domestic
populations and rally support for their respective foreign policies. Saudi Arabia has
framed its intervention in Bahrain and Yemen, as well as its support for opposition
groups in Syria, as part of a broader effort to protect Sunni Islam from Iranian-backed
Shia expansionism. Iran, on the other hand, has positioned itself as the defender of Shia
communities in the region, portraying itself as a counterweight to Saudi-led Sunni
dominance. This sectarian framing has led to the further polarization of the Middle East,
where sectarian lines often blur with political and ideological allegiances. For example,
in Syria, the conflict became a battleground not only for the future of the Syrian state but
also for the broader Sunni-Shia divide, with the Assad regime representing Alawite Shia
Islam and many of the rebel groups representing Sunni Islam. The sectarian nature of the
conflict has made resolution more difficult and prolonged, as it became about more than
justpolitical power it was about identity and survival.

The intensification of the Iran-Saudi rivalry in the post-Arab spring era has had a
profound impact on regional security. The rivalry has intensified regional instability,
particularly through the proliferation of proxy wars in Syria, Yemen, Iraq, and Lebanon.
The constant tug-of-war for regional dominance has fragmented states and created
multiple flashpoints, with both Iran and Saudi Arabia using proxy forces to fight their
battles, often at the expense of civilian populations. The rivalry has also caused shifts in
alliances and led to new regional alignments (Baker, 2017). Some countries, such as the
UAE and Bahrain, have aligned closely with Saudi Arabia, while others, like Qatar, have
pursued a more independent foreign policy, sometimes at odds with the Saudi-led bloc.
Iran, in turn, has deepened its ties with non-state actors and proxies across the region,
including Hezbollah, Iraqi militias, and the Houthis. The involvement of external
powers, such as the U.S., Russia, and Turkey, has further complicated the Iran-Saudi
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rivalry. The U.S. has historically been a key ally of Saudi Arabia, but its stance toward
Iran has fluctuated, particularly after the signing of the 2015 Iran nuclear deal (JCPOA).
Russia has positioned itself as a key ally of Iran in Syria, while Turkey, while a NATO
member, has sometimes pursued its own interests in the region, occasionally aligning
with factions opposed to Saudi or Iranian influence.

Regional Security and the Impact of the Iran-Saudi Rivalry

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has become one of the defining factors shaping the security
landscape of the Middle East. As two of the region's most powerful states, [ran and Saudi
Arabia's competition for influence driven by ideological, political, and strategic factors
has far-reaching consequences for both regional stability and global security. The
intensity of this rivalry has resulted in proxy conflicts, heightened sectarianism,
militarization, and strategic realignments that have undermined the region's security
architecture and prolonged conflicts.

One of the most direct consequences of the Iran-Saudi rivalry is the proliferation of
proxy wars across the Middle East. Instead of direct military confrontations, both
countries have channeled their competition through third-party conflicts, where they
support opposing factions or governments aligned with their interests. These proxy wars
have exacerbated regional instability, leading to prolonged conflicts, mass
displacement, and humanitarian crises. The Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011,
serves as a prime example of how the Iran-Saudi rivalry has led to intense proxy conflict.
Iran has supported Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, who is aligned with Tehran due to
shared geopolitical interests and Shia ties (the Assad regime is Alawite, a Shia offshoot).
Iran has provided military support through both direct aid and backing for groups like
Hezbollah, a Lebanese Shia militia with close ties to Iran. In contrast, Saudi Arabia has
supported various Sunni opposition groups, including some extremist factions, aiming
to oust Assad and curb Iran's influence in the Levant. The result of this proxy war has
been a devastating humanitarian disaster. Hundreds of thousands have been killed,
millions have been displaced, and Syria's infrastructure has been destroyed. The conflict
has also drawn in other international actors, such as Russia (supporting Assad) and the
U.S. (originally supporting opposition groups), further complicating efforts toward
resolution (Sader, 2019; Tuschman, 2020).

Yemen has become another key battleground in the Iran-Saudi rivalry. Since 2015,
Saudi Arabia has led a coalition of Arab states in a military intervention to restore the
internationally recognized government of President Abd-Rabbu Mansour Hadi, who
was overthrown by the Houthi rebels in 2014. Tuschma (2020) opines that, the Houthis,
who follow a Zaidi Shia ideology, are supported by Iran, which sees the group as a
strategic partner in countering Saudi influence in the Arabian Peninsula. The war in
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Yemen has created one of the world's worst humanitarian crises, with tens of thousands
of people killed and millions more displaced. The conflict has deepened the sectarian
divide between Sunni and Shia communities, as well as heightened tensions within the
broader Gulfregion. The Saudi-led blockade, air strikes, and ground operations have not
only failed to bring about a resolution but have also intensified the humanitarian toll on
the Yemeni civilian population. In Bahrain, Saudi Arabia intervened in 2011 to help
suppress protests led by the Shia majority population, fearing that Iranian-backed
activism could destabilize the Gulf monarchy. Similarly, in Iraq, after the U.S. invasion
in 2003 and the subsequent fall of Saddam Hussein's Sunni-dominated regime, Saudi
Arabia and Iran competed for influence by backing opposing political and militia
factions. Iran's support for Shia militias, including the Popular Mobilization Units
(PMUs), has led to deepening sectarian tensions in Iraq, undermining efforts for
political reconciliation and nation-building. These proxy wars, fueled by the Iran-Saudi
rivalry, have turned the Middle East into a region of fragmented states, weakened
institutions, and unresolved conflicts. Rather than facilitating peace, the rivalry has
encouraged foreign interventions and protracted instability.

According to (Sader, 2019), the Iran-Saudi rivalry has also contributed to the
intensification of sectarianism across the region, primarily between Sunni and Shia
Muslims. Both countries have increasingly framed their competition in sectarian terms,
exacerbating existing religious divides and deepening political and social polarization.
The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia has been particularly evident in the Gulf,
where Sunni-Shia tensions have intensified. Saudi Arabia, as the leader of the Sunni
Arab world, has positioned itself as the protector of Sunni interests, while Iran has
become the central representative of Shia political and religious identity. As both
countries vie for influence over Sunni and Shia populations, sectarian rhetoric has
become a powerful tool in shaping domestic and regional politics. This sectarian
competition has spilled over into countries with mixed sectarian populations, such as
Bahrain, Iraq, and Lebanon. In Bahrain, the Saudi monarchy has cracked down on the
Shia majority population, fearing the spread of Iranian-backed activism. In Iraq,
sectarian tensions between Sunni and Shia groups have been exacerbated by Iran's
support for Shia militias, which many Sunnis view as Iranian proxies. In Lebanon,
Hezbollah, an Iran-backed Shia militia, has been a central player in shaping the
country's sectarian politics, with Saudi Arabia supporting Sunni political forces in
opposition. Both Iran and Saudi Arabia have also supported sectarian militias, further
destabilizing regional security. In Iraq and Syria, Iran has relied on Shia militias to fight
on behalf of the Assad regime and secure its influence in both countries. Saudi Arabia, in
turn, has supported Sunni groups, including hardline Islamist factions, as a
counterweight to Iranian-backed forces. This militarization of sectarianism has
contributed to the radicalization of individuals and communities, making reconciliation
and peace-building more difficult.
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In response to the growing rivalry, both Iran and Saudi Arabia have significantly
militarized their states, engaging in an arms race that has further destabilized the region
and diverted resources from development and conflict resolution. Saudi Arabia has been
one of the largest importers of arms in the world, with much of its military capability
based on advanced weaponry purchased from the United States and other Western
countries. Saudi Arabia's military investments have been driven by its perception of
Iranian threats, particularly its nuclear ambitions and the growing power of Iran's
military proxies in the region (Ferguson, 2017; Hinnebusch, 2018). The Saudi-led
coalition in Yemen, for example, is equipped with advanced air defense systems, fighter
jets, and precision-guided missiles to counter Iranian-backed forces. This militarization
has also spread across the Gulf region, where other Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
countries, including the UAE and Qatar, have invested heavily in military technologies
and air defense systems. The cumulative effect has been a regional arms race, where
countries are spending vast amounts on military hardware, often at the expense of
addressing broader socio-economic challenges. In contrast, Iran has focused on
building asymmetrical military capabilities, using strategies such as proxy warfare,
cyber capabilities, and the development of ballistic missile technology to counter the
Saudi and U.S. military superiority. Iran's military doctrine has emphasized
unconventional tactics, such as the use of proxy forces (Hezbollah, the Houthis, and
Iraqi militias), to challenge Saudi Arabia's dominance in the region without engaging in
direct confrontation. The presence of Iranian military infrastructure in countries like
Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon has raised concerns among Saudi Arabia and other Gulf
countries about Iran's growing regional footprint. Iran has also pursued nuclear
technology, which has further heightened concerns in Saudi Arabia and beyond.
Although Iran insists its nuclear program is for peaceful purposes, the potential for
nuclear weapons development has raised the specter of a nuclear arms race in the Middle
East, further complicating regional security dynamics.

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has led to shifting alliances within the Middle East, with
countries aligning themselves based on their political, religious, and strategic
preferences. Some Arab states have increasingly aligned themselves with Saudi Arabia
in opposition to Iran, particularly in the context of the ongoing proxy wars. Countries
like Egypt, the UAE, and Bahrain have firmly supported Saudi policies, especially in
Yemen and Syria. Meanwhile, Qatar, which has pursued a more independent foreign
policy, has sometimes maintained a more neutral or divergent stance, complicating the
Saudi-led efforts to build a unified front against Iran. The rivalry has also drawn in
external powers, with the United States, Russia, and China all having stakes in the
region. The U.S. has been a long-time ally of Saudi Arabia, providing military support
and selling advanced weaponry. However, U.S. policy shifts, particularly under the
Obama and Biden administrations, have sometimes sought to engage with Iran
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diplomatically, such as through the 2015 Iran nuclear deal (JCPOA). This has led to
tension with Saudi Arabia, which perceives U.S. engagement with Iran as a weakening
of its position in the region. Russia, meanwhile, has strengthened its relationship with
Iran, particularly in Syria, where it has supported the Assad regime, alongside Iran's
backing of Shia militias. China has also deepened its ties with both Iran and Saudi
Arabia, driven by its growing energy needs and economic interests in the region.

Summary of Major Findings

This analysis of the Iran-Saudi rivalry, particularly in the context of the Cold War and the
Post-Arab Spring crisis, highlights key findings regarding the rivalry's impact on
regional security in the Middle East. These findings emphasize the persistence of
geopolitical competition between the two regional powers, and how their rivalry has
shaped both the regional security environment and broader international dynamics.
Below is a summary of the major findings:

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has been deeply rooted in ideological differences, with Saudi
Arabia promoting Sunni Islam and Iran advocating for Shia Islam, often framed as a
contest between the Sunni Arab world and the Shia Islamic Republic. This sectarian
rivalry has remained a constant feature in the relationship, even as both countries have
adjusted their foreign policies in response to changing global and regional dynamics.
During the Cold War, both countries aligned themselves with superpowers Saudi Arabia
with the U.S. and Iran (before the 1979 revolution) with the West and, at times, the
Soviet Union. However, the ideological divide, particularly after the Iranian Revolution
in 1979, turned their competition into a more direct regional power struggle.

The most significant impact of the Iran-Saudi rivalry on regional security has been the
proliferation of proxy wars. Both countries have used third-party actors to expand their
influence, often at the expense of regional stability and civilian populations. This has
been particularly evident in countries such as Syria, Yemen, Iraq, and Bahrain. The Iran-
Saudi rivalry has contributed to the fragmentation of states, with both powers backing
opposing factions. For example, in Syria, Iran supports the Assad regime, while Saudi
Arabia has backed various opposition groups. In Yemen, Saudi Arabia intervened
militarily to counter the Iran-backed Houthi rebels, exacerbating the humanitarian crisis
intheregion.

The Arab Spring of 2011 further intensified the Iran-Saudi rivalry, as both countries
sought to influence the outcomes of uprisings across the region. Iran saw the uprisings as
an opportunity to expand its influence, particularly in countries with Shia populations,
while Saudi Arabia sought to protect its monarchies and counter the spread of Iranian-
backed movements. The aftermath of the Arab Spring saw a shift toward more direct
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military interventions, with Saudi Arabia becoming more aggressive in its efforts to
counter Iranian influence, particularly in Yemen and Bahrain. This escalation
contributed to the regionalization of conflicts and increased instability across the
Middle East.

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has deepened sectarian divisions in the Middle East. The rivalry
is often framed as a Sunni-Shia conflict, which has exacerbated existing tensions
between Sunni-majority and Shia-majority countries, leading to greater polarization.
This sectarian dynamic has made conflict resolution more difficult, as opposing
religious and political ideologies become entrenched. In countries like Iraq, Lebanon,
and Bahrain, sectarian identities have been mobilized to support competing political
agendas, with Iran supporting Shia movements and Saudi Arabia backing Sunni groups.
This has led to radicalization and violence, further fragmenting regional societies.

Both Iran and Saudi Arabia have significantly militarized their states in response to the
rivalry, contributing to an arms race in the region. Saudi Arabia has become one of the
largest importers of weapons globally, primarily due to its perception of Iranian military
threats, especially in the form of Iran's nuclear ambitions and support for proxies. Iran,
in turn, has developed asymmetric warfare capabilities, focusing on building
unconventional military forces such as militias and ballistic missile systems. The result
is an increasingly militarized region, with both powers investing heavily in military
technologies and capabilities, often diverting resources from development and
humanitarian needs.

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has drawn in external powers, such as the U.S., Russia, and
China, further complicating the regional security situation. The U.S. has traditionally
supported Saudi Arabia, but its approach to Iran has shifted over time, particularly with
the nuclear deal (JCPOA) under the Obama administration. This created tension
between the U.S. and Saudi Arabia, as the latter saw the deal as a threat to its interests.
Russia has strengthened its ties with Iran, particularly in Syria, where both countries
support the Assad regime, while the U.S. has been involved in supporting opposition
groups in the same conflict. The involvement of these external powers has added layers
of complexity to the regional conflicts, making resolution more difficult.

The ongoing rivalry has had a profound and destabilizing impact on regional security. It
has resulted in the proliferation of conflicts, the fracturing of states, and the exacerbation
of sectarian divides. Rather than fostering stability, the rivalry has driven an escalating
cycle of violence, proxy warfare, and militarization. The rivalry has also delayed efforts
for peace and conflict resolution, as both Iran and Saudi Arabia continue to pursue
divergent strategic goals. The security environment in the Middle East remains highly
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volatile, with the potential for further escalations or even direct military confrontations
between the two powers.

Conclusion

The Iran-Saudi rivalry has been a central feature of Middle Eastern geopolitics for
decades, significantly influencing regional security dynamics. This rivalry, rooted in
ideological, sectarian, and geopolitical differences, has evolved in response to both
regional and international developments. During the Cold War, the rivalry was shaped
by the broader East-West confrontation, with the United States and the Soviet Union
often influencing the actions of both countries. However, the post-Cold War era,
particularly after the Arab Spring, introduced new challenges and complexities, with
local uprisings, the rise of non-state actors, and shifting global alliances further
exacerbating tensions. The rivalry's impact on regional security has been profound,
contributing to conflicts in countries like Yemen, Syria, and Iraq, where proxy wars have
been fought, often leading to humanitarian crises and instability. Additionally, the
ideological battle between Sunni-dominated Saudi Arabia and Shia-majority Iran has
deepened sectarian divides, affecting local populations and creating new fronts of
conflict across the region.

Recommendation

Diplomatic efforts aimed at reducing tensions between Iran and Saudi Arabia are
crucial. Both regional powers should engage in multilateral dialogues under the
auspices of international organizations like the United Nations or the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCC) to seek peaceful resolutions to conflicts, particularly in Yemen and
Syria. These dialogues should also include key international stakeholders, such as the
United States, Russia, and the European Union, to ensure a balanced approach that
addresses both regional and global security concerns.

Establishing confidence-building measures (CBMs) and communication channels
between Iran and Saudi Arabia could help to prevent misunderstandings and accidental
escalations. Regular diplomatic meetings and backchannel discussions could help in
managing crises in real time, preventing violent escalations.

The development of a regional security framework involving both Iran and Saudi
Arabia, alongside other Middle Eastern countries, would promote stability and
cooperation in addressing collective security challenges, such as terrorism and
extremism. This could be modeled on existing frameworks in other regions, such as the
Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE), focusing on mutual
security interests rather than furthering sectarian divisions.

Efforts to address the underlying sectarian divides in the region, particularly in countries
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like Iraq, Bahrain, and Lebanon, should be prioritized. Promoting inclusive governance,
social cohesion, and tolerance between Sunni and Shia communities can reduce the
appeal of sectarian violence and weaken the influence of extremist groups.

The international community must remain committed to supporting efforts that foster
peace and stability in the Middle East. This includes reinforcing international sanctions
against parties that escalate conflicts, while simultaneously providing humanitarian
assistance to those affected by the region's crises.
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