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Th is is a thorough account of one of the most important interstate rival-
ries in recent decades, one that has done much damage in the wider Middle 
East and Islamic World. Th is book stands out for not only providing a lucid 
analysis of the drivers of confl ict between Saudi Arabia and Iran, but also 
for off ering concrete suggestions for reducing tensions between those two 
regional powers.

Toby Matthiesen, University of Oxford

In this eminently fair and balanced assessment of the intractable confl ict 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, Ibrahim Fraihat is in the unenviable posi-
tion of trying to make sense of a nonsensical hostility between two ruling 
regimes that are wasting their respective nations’ resources and endangering 
an entire volatile region. By modestly subtitling his deeply informed and 
balanced intervention just ‘Taming a Chaotic Confl ict’, Fraihat signals the 
working of a judicious mind that has wisely abandoned the search for ‘root 
causes’ and gently teaches us to be humble and human in our expectations. 
A superb strategic intervention on how to prevent a colossal calamity from 
happening.

Hamid Dabashi, Columbia University

Th is is exactly the book we need right now! Whereas much has been already 
been written about the causes and developments of the Iran–Saudi Arabia 
rivalry, we have precious little knowledge about how this confl ict can be 
peacefully managed and ultimately resolved. Fraihat combines his own per-
sonal experiences of participation in dialogue eff orts over the years with the 
scholarly insights of the large body of research on confl ict resolution, in order 
to shed light on this. Th e book gives us a solid basis for analysing the pros-
pects and challenges for how to transform the current destructive relation-
ship between these two regional powers into more constructive interactions, 
a transformation that would radically change the Middle East region, and 
thereby the world.

Isak Svensson, Department of Peace and 
Confl ict Research, Uppsala University
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Remarkable for its lucidity, fi eldwork and command of the literature, this is a 
timely and authoritative study of the Middle East’s most consequential bilateral 
relationship. Ibrahim Fraihat wisely jettisons timeworn primordialist tropes 
about the intractability and immutability of the Saudi–Iranian rivalry and 
focuses instead on how tensions between the two powers can be regulated and 
managed through wiser statecraft, grassroots activism and domestic reforms. 
What sets this magisterial book apart from others on this topic is that it moves 
beyond diagnosis and analysis to propose creative policy recommendations.

Frederic Wehrey, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace

In a climate of rising hostility across the Persian Gulf where diplomatic 
engagement appears distant, Ibrahim Fraihat’s book is a welcome and timely 
contribution and, more importantly, off ers a degree of hope. While many 
see the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran in zero-sum ways, Fraihat 
argues that rapprochement is possible, in a radical and welcome departure 
from other literature on the topic. Drawing on fi rst-hand attempts to facili-
tate confl ict reconciliation, this rich and insightful tome is essential reading 
for policy makers, peace-builders, academics and anyone wishing to better 
understand the politics of the region.

Simon Mabon, Lancaster University

Ibrahim Fraihat is not a newcomer to the fi eld and has already distinguished 
himself with a strong body of work on Saudi Arabia, Iran and also KSA–IRI 
relations, so it is very good news to see him distil his considerable contribu-
tions in a new project on managing the confl ict between Tehran and Riyadh. 
It is clear in this book that Fraihat comes closest to shining light on the way 
forward. I think we all need to take note of this outstanding research and 
learn from it, for both scholarly and practical reasons.

Anoush Ehteshami, Durham University

A timely and well-informed analysis of one of the Middle East’s most endur-
ing and consequential rivalries. Fraihat off ers an insider’s perspective into the 
Iran–Saudi confl ict along with practical suggestions for de-escalation through 
the lens of confl ict resolution. A must for anyone seeking to understand the 
origins and manifestations of the regional ‘cold war’ between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran – and potential strategies for ending it.

Justin Gengler – Social and Economic Survey 
Research Institute, Qatar University
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Preface

When my Omani friend Abdullah Baabood, former Gulf Studies 
Professor at the University of Cambridge and Qatar University, 

expressed his very balanced and well-informed scholarly views of the Iran–
Saudi confl ict in a track two workshop held in Doha, he was told by a Saudi 
participant that he was ‘betraying the Gulf cause and supporting Iran’. When 
the workshop ended, an Iranian participant came to him and said, ‘I did not 
know you work for an American agenda.’ Th at one statement could elicit 
such opposite reactions demonstrates the extent to which the Iran–Saudi 
relationship remains a hotly contested issue in the Gulf.

Researching the tension between Iran and Saudi Arabia, with a commit-
ment to taking a critical, objective and constructive approach, has therefore 
proven to be particularly challenging. Because this book is focused on objec-
tive analysis of the confl ict and fi nding constructive solutions to it, it will 
likely be challenged by both parties, since this approach does not tend to be 
promoted by governments or media in the region. Indeed, such divergence 
in opinions is a common phenomenon in confl icts of deep polarisation, 
which lead in turn to assertions that one is ‘either with us or against us’. 
Th ough critical of both the policies of the two parties that propagated the 
confl ict and of its recent escalation, I make every eff ort to provide alterna-
tive and constructive solutions to the destructive polices both parties are 
promoting for their own countries as well as for the entire region.

At fi rst, I struggled with how to label the Iran–Saudi relationship, whether 
it is a confl ict, dispute, rivalry, or, as my friend Gregory Gause likes to call 
it, a cold war. Ultimately, I have decided primarily to use the term ‘con-
fl ict’, given particularly that diplomatic relations were severed between the 
two countries in 2016 and that the relationship has only worsened since the 
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preface | ix

Donald Trump administration fuelled the confl ict after the Riyadh summit 
in May 2017. Despite our primary use of this term, others are occasionally 
employed depending on the context. 

I next had to decide which country’s name to use fi rst, since this is such 
a sensitive topic. I resolved this by using an alphabetical order, ‘Iran–Saudi’, 
for simplicity. However, it should be noted that this order changes when 
I use the names of capital cities, as it then becomes the ‘Riyadh–Tehran’ 
confl ict.

Another semantic issue, which has often infl amed passions, is whether to 
label the Gulf Arabian or Persian. Indeed, the Iranian government would dis-
credit a scholar’s argument simply for using the term ‘Arabian Gulf ’, regard-
less of the content of the monograph. Similarly, Saudi Arabia would treat a 
monograph as biased for the use of ‘Persian Gulf ’. Th erefore, I use the term 
‘the Gulf ’ consistently throughout the entire book to refer to the Arabian/
Persian Gulf.

I tell my confl ict resolution students that the fi rst step in resolving any 
confl ict is to accurately defi ne the main issues of that confl ict. However, 
when I tried to do this in the track two workshops held over a span of three 
years in Doha, it became clear that that was easier said than done. I tried to 
press both Iranians and participants from the Arab side of the Gulf to agree 
at least on what the core issues of the confl ict are (i.e. security, Sunni–Shia 
sectarianism, Arab–Persian nationalism, leadership of the Muslim Ummah), 
but both parties strongly resisted, insisting instead on their own versions of 
the confl ict narrative. For this reason, I dedicate the fi rst part of this book 
mainly to discussion of the confl ict issues to understand how they aff ect the 
confl ict and the potential for its resolution.

As is the case with most confl icts, defi ning the starting point of the 
Iran–Saudi Arabia confl ict was an additional challenge. It became clear 
to me that parties politicise the starting points of the confl ict to suit their 
agendas and support their narratives. President Obama, for example, 
clearly framed the confl ict as essentially primordial to distance his admin-
istration from any role in exacerbating it. Saudi interlocutors, on the other 
hand, often consider the Islamic revolution in Tehran in 1979, and along 
with it the goal of exporting the revolution, the starting point of this con-
fl ict. However, Iran proactively acted on expanding its infl uence in the 
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region mainly after the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, after the balance of 
power in the region had decidedly changed. I had to take into account 
all of these starting points, giving them the importance they deserve, yet 
assess them away from politicisations or instrumentalisation of certain 
timelines. 
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Introduction

If the confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia is resolved, then half of 
the Middle East confl icts will disappear,’1 said one participant in a track 

two dialogue workshop organised to discuss the Iran–Saudi confl ict and 
the prospects for its resolution. Th ese comments motivated me to further 
research scholarly literature to learn what types of solutions are off ered to 
eff ectively move this confl ict towards a resolution. My research revealed a 
plethora of excellent books and articles that thoroughly analyse this confl ict, 
its history, driving mechanisms, dynamics, and its impact on the overall 
region.2 Nonetheless, scholarly literature that rigorously assesses potential 
solutions is notably absent and, where such material exists, it looks solely at 
what governments can do to resolve the confl ict, or the track one approach. 
Furthermore, the existing literature tends to examine this confl ict from an 
area studies perspective, rather than through the lens of confl ict resolution, 
the approach this book is taking. 

Th is book attempts to fi ll a gap in the literature by doing three things: fi rst, 
unlike the majority of the available literature that focuses on an understand-
ing of the confl ict, this book takes a confl ict resolution approach in order to 
assess how the confl ict can be managed and eff ectively resolved, rather than 
simply examining what actions the two countries are currently undertaking. 
Second, while discussion generally revolves around what each government 
can do to resolve the confl ict – also known as track one – this book takes an 
integrated approach to the resolution, arguing that eff ective peacebuilding 
in this confl ict needs to be applied on three levels: government, track two 
and grassroots. Th ird, while the confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia is 
generally treated in the literature as a subject for area studies, this book takes 
an interdisciplinary approach by bringing area studies together with confl ict 

‘
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2 | iran and saudi arabia

resolution and peace studies to present a coherent understanding of the driv-
ers of the confl ict and how it could be eff ectively resolved. 

With these three goals in mind, the book’s main argument is that the con-
fl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia is resolvable yet must be properly managed 
fi rst; indeed, better managed and regulated confl icts are better suited for resolu-
tion. At present, the Iran–Saudi confl ict is a zero-sum chaotic confl ict that is 
heavily burdened by deep mistrust, lack of communication and clear ground 
rules, confusion about driving issues, and uncertainty about each party’s deci-
sion-making process. Under such circumstances, resolution becomes particu-
larly elusive and the build-up of a confl ict management strategy is a necessity. 

Why is it a chaotic confl ict? Th e Iran–Saudi rivalry started decades ago and 
has reached an unprecedented level of escalation, although policymakers and 
the scholarly community remain divided about the core drivers of this confl ict. 
Sectarianism, security, competition over global leadership, geopolitics and even 
nationalism all appear to aff ect the confl ict, with little distinction as to what 
ultimately drives the patterns of engagement and confrontation. Furthermore, 
Saudi Arabia is confused about the proper strategy to respond to Iran, resorting 
on one hand to a regional proxy confl ict approach in Syria, Lebanon, Yemen 
and Bahrain, and on the other to an overarching alliance with the United States 
and several other players. Iran’s opaque decision-making process further fuels 
this confusion about the correct approach for resolving confl ict. As Robert 
Mason puts it, ‘factionalism has been a part of Iranian politics from the birth of 
the Islamic Republic of Iran’.3 Certainly, it is diffi  cult to know who makes the 
decisions on the confl ict with Saudi Arabia, whether conservatives, moderates, 
the Supreme Leader, Revolutionary Guard, or the President, and it is there-
fore unclear with whom third-party intervention teams could engage to change 
the course of action. Th e mixed messages coming from both parties (some-
times off ering an olive branch and dialogue while at other times talking about 
controlling four Arab capitals) only add to the chaos of the confl ict. Actions 
like cutting diplomatic relations, refusing to engage through other channels of 
communications, and an absence of clear ground rules to regulate engagement 
make this confl ict deeply chaotic, and resolution increasingly elusive.

Contrary to the zero-sum approach currently being propagated by both 
parties of the confl ict, this book takes a critical but constructive approach 
in explaining how each party can reform its confl ict strategies and reach an 
outcome that corresponds with critical needs, interests and concerns. To do 
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introduction | 3

so, the book proposes a model built on three pillars: accurate defi nition of 
the real issues of this confl ict; installation of a confl ict management system 
that aims to contain escalation and regulate confl ict; and institution of an 
integrated resolution approach of track one, track two and grassroot that 
addresses the underlying causes and conditions of the confl ict. Figure I.2 
explains this model.

Pillar 1: Issues Driving the Confl ict 

It is fi rst critical to understand what the driving issues are behind the Iran–
Saudi confl ict. Indeed, 

[o]ne notable feature of many disputes is that the parties involved often dis-
agree on what the confl ict is ‘really’ about, one side defi ning the issues as 
being a set of (to them) salient problems, the other claiming the actual core 
issues are something completely diff erent.4 

In addition to their own biases, each party defi nes the main issues of the 
confl ict based on its own perception, interest and needs. Diff erent under-
standings of the real issues driving a rift become a major hindrance to the 
parties’ engagement in meaningful confl ict management and resolution strat-
egies and thus makes escalation more likely. Indeed, the lack of an accurate 
understanding of the real issues driving a confl ict leads to the reproduction of 
poor resolution strategies. 

Figure I.2 A confl ict resolution model for Iran and Saudi Arabia
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4 | iran and saudi arabia

After decades, the primary parties of the Iran–Saudi confl ict still dis-
agree about what is fundamentally driving their confl ict. While Saudi Ara-
bia claims that sectarianism is the key factor, Iran promotes the narrative 
that the confl ict essentially concerns the preservation of its national and 
regional security. Nevertheless, what both parties refuse to acknowledge 
is that this confl ict is, at least in part, about regime legitimacy and the 
desire of governments of both states to take a leading role in the Mus-
lim world. When I asked the participants in a joint Iran–Gulf track two 
workshop about the fundamental issues of the confl ict, I received answers 
ranging from national and regional security, Iran’s hegemonic behaviour in 
the region, Sunni–Shia sectarianism, Arab–Persian nationalism, American–
Israeli alliance against Iran, and geopolitics and leadership in the Muslim 
world. Th e fi rst pillar, therefore, will critically identify the key issues driving 
this confl ict and what role each plays, as well as how each aff ects confl ict 
management and resolution eff orts. 

Th is book takes the view that the major issue driving the Iran–Saudi con-
fl ict is security. Security is of course of critical importance for both parties, 
and, if both feel that their security is guaranteed, the confl ict will be sub-
stantially downgraded. What makes this confl ict particularly complex is the 
clash of security needs and perceived ‘encirclement’ of both parties. Iran feels 
constantly threatened by the United States and Israel, as well as encircled by 
American military bases and areas of infl uence in, for example, Iraq, Saudi 
Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar, the UAE, Turkey and Afghanistan. Iran responds, in 
turn, by expanding its own areas of infl uence in Arab countries and in the 
process leads Saudi Arabia to feel encircled – as Iran’s primary rival and ally of 
the United States – in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. Both Iran and Saudi 
Arabia are caught up in this security dilemma and mistakenly have adopted a 
strategy of escalation to resolve it. 

A key factor exacerbating this dilemma is the drive for security and sur-
vival of the two regimes in Tehran and Riyadh. Th at is, escalation conve-
niently serves the agendas of both regimes, and thus they feel no rush to 
change the course of action. By standing up to the ‘Great Satan’, Iran’s regime 
is internally legitimising its revolutionary rhetoric, distracting the attention 
of the Iranian people from its inability to deliver on the economic level, and 
validating its expansionist foreign policy in the neighbouring Arab countries. 
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introduction | 5

Meanwhile, standing up to the ‘expansionist Shia aggressor, Iran’, is serving 
the Saudi regime by silencing any domestic calls for political reform and 
keeping a united internal front under the regime’s reign. 

Many of the other confl ict issues, including sectarianism, leadership and 
infl uence, are rooted in this security dilemma. Th ey will continue to thrive in 
the absence of a suitable security scheme that addresses the needs of both par-
ties. Contrary to President Obama’s sectarian characterisation of this confl ict as 
rooted in antagonisms that ‘date back millennia’, this confl ict is not originally 
or essentially sectarian. Indeed, Shia-majority Iran supported Sunni-Palestinian 
Hamas and sided with Christian Armenia against Shia-majority Azerbaijan. By 
the same token, Sunni-majority Saudi Arabia supported the Shia Imamate in 
the 1960s in Yemen and the predominantly Christian March 14th alliance in 
Lebanon. However, the politicisation of sectarianism by both parties to mobil-
ise support for their political agendas has served as a reinforcing mechanism 
for Iranian–Saudi animosity, thus furthering confl ict escalation. In this case, 
sectarianism is an enabling factor rather than a cause of the rivalry. Nonetheless, 
the extensive and varied use of sectarianism by the governments, the main-
stream media, major fi gures on social media, the clergy and even think tanks 
on both sides has turned sectarianism into a cause for further escalation of 
the confl ict.

Resulting from the politicisation of sectarianism, both sides of the confl ict 
have come to stand for their own sect. Iran appointed itself as the leader of 
the Shia world by assuming responsibility for protecting the Shia in Iraq, 
Yemen and Lebanon.  Likewise, Saudi Arabia appointed itself as the leader of 
the Sunni world that would stand up to Iran and prevent the ‘Shia-isation’ in 
the Arab and Muslim majority countries.

Pillar 2: Confl ict Management 

One of this book’s major arguments is that better-managed and regulated con-
fl icts are better suited for resolution. Confl ict regulation ‘refers to the rules that 
govern the contending parties’ conduct in a dispute’.5 Unilaterally imposing 
certain rules cannot be considered regulating the confl ict, however. Instead, 
the goal is to establish what Louis Kriesberg calls authentic regulations that 
‘exists insofar as the contending parties recognize each other’s legitimacy and 
regard the rules governing their confl ict as legitimate’.6
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A dangerous aspect of the Iran–Saudi confl ict is its lack of an eff ective 
confl ict management system that clearly outlines the ‘rules of the game’ and 
regulates the parties’ confl ict behaviour. Allowing the confl ict to continue 
without a restraining mechanism will cause deeper damage through the 
sustained use of proxies in the region, which could potentially lead to a 
direct war between Riyadh and Tehran in the future. An eff ective confl ict 
management system should include the following four components.

First, crisis management tools. Such tools would entail responding to the 
evolving tension by taking actions like establishing a Riyadh–Tehran hot-
line, exchanging senior government visits, and forming technical committees 
to research win-win resolutions to the primary issues at hand. One impor-
tant factor that prevented the escalation of the US–USSR Cold War into an 
actual war was the crisis management system that involved, for instance, a 
direct hotline between Moscow and Washington, DC and regular exchange 
of senior government visits.

Second, dialogue. Th ere is deep mistrust as well as a lack of political will to 
build relations across the confl ict, combined with barely concealed hatred and 
even violence (though still carried out via proxies in the region) between both 
sides. Only through open dialogue can these escalatory dynamics be altered. 
Dialogue is not meant to necessarily resolve a confl ict, but instead should serve 
as a mechanism to remove misperceptions, develop certain understandings, 
build a working trust, and open channels of communication between Riyadh 
and Tehran. Unfortunately, in January 2016, Saudi Arabia formally severed 
diplomatic relations with Iran and thus shut down the offi  cial communication 
channels that could help in a better management of the confl ict.

Th ird, confi dence-building measures. Th e goal of such measures is not to 
make Iran and Saudi Arabia like each other or address the underlying causes 
and conditions of this confl ict. Rather, it is meant to take a series of small 
actions that will help build confi dence and prepare Iran and Saudi Arabia to 
engage in formal negotiations that address the causes and issues of the con-
fl ict. While both dialogue and confi dence-building measures aim to build a 
working relationship, the fi rst is mostly about talking and clearing percep-
tions, while the latter is about taking action. 

Fourth, peace zones or a Middle East non-aligned movement in a reversed 
confl ict resolution process. When Iran and Saudi Arabia disagree on means 
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of resolving the core confl ict issues (e.g. security and sectarianism), they can 
engage in confl ict management exercises that aim to isolate certain issues 
(e.g. oil prices, Gulf maritime trade) and even countries (e.g. Oman, Bahrain) 
from the confl ict. Riyadh and Tehran agreeing to avoid escalation in these 
domains would be an eff ective confl ict-management strategy, which could 
help in a later formal resolution process. Regional players may choose to 
take things into their own hands and distance themselves from the confl ict if 
Riyadh and Tehran fail to agree on a containment strategy, and in this case, 
may resort to establishing a non-aligned movement for this confl ict. 

In fact, the seeds for this movement exist already. Oman has historically 
resisted pressure from both sides to join the confl ict. Especially after the May 
2017 Gulf crisis, Kuwait and Qatar started to demonstrate signals of avoiding 
being polarised by either of the parties. Jordan occasionally expresses similar 
interests, such as its Foreign Minister Nasser Judeh making calls from Tehran 
for dialogue. Tired of historically being a battleground for two powerful rivals, 
Lebanon is constantly raising slogans like ‘self-distancing’ (al-naa’i be-nafs).

Pillar 3: Confl ict Resolution 

Building on the establishment of clear regulations and sound management of 
the confl ict, this book makes the argument that an eff ective resolution strategy 
should meet two requirements: addressing the underlying causes and con-
ditions of the confl ict; and taking an integrated approach to resolution by 
supplementing offi  cial (track one) peacemaking eff orts with the activation of 
the currently unused but hugely potential track two and grassroots levels. 

Addressing the underlying causes of the confl ict

Solutions should stem from confl ict causes, though they rarely drive inter-
national peacemaking eff orts, as mediators are generally lured by promises 
of deals, concessions and compromises while often leaving the underlying 
causes that produced confl icts intact. Both Iran and Saudi Arabia, like many 
others, understand that addressing the underlying causes of the confl ict 
will improve their relationship, yet the more diffi  cult challenge is defi ning 
what these causes are (security, sectarianisms, leadership, etc.), and it is even 
more diffi  cult to determine how to satisfy them. Hence, the major cause of 
the aggressive Iran–Saudi rivalry could be seen in the imbalance of power 
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created as a result of the American invasion of Iraq in 2003. Th is imbalance 
had enormous security implications not only for the two parties but also for 
the entire Middle East.

A sustainable balance of regional order must be restored in order for the 
rivalry to come to an end; neither party seems aware of how best to do this, 
however. Instead, both sides have sought to restore the balance by engaging 
in an aggressive arms race and the spread of civil and proxy wars in the region 
that will only worsen aff airs.  Th is confl ict started in Iraq and can be resolved 
from Iraq as well. Because Iraq was considered to have shifted its position 
from the Arab side to that of Iran, Saudi Arabia was left in a vulnerable posi-
tion and triggered Iran’s appetite for regional expansion. Th e solution to the 
imbalance in the regional order is a democratic, independent, sovereign Iraq, 
free from the infl uence of Iran, Saudi Arabia and the United States. Iraq must 
take a neutral position in this confl ict to preserve its own national interest 
since it could otherwise risk becoming a battleground for regional and inter-
national confl icts. Iraq’s inability to detach from the Iran–Saudi rivalry has 
been one reason for its prolonged civil strife since 2003. Given its ethnic and 
religious mosaic, Iraq can become a uniting rather than a dividing force. Iraq 
becoming the meeting point will be the core interest of all parties and most 
importantly Baghdad itself. 

Saudi Arabia seeking to rebalance regional power by strengthening 
its alliance with the United States is not a sustainable strategy, although 
Riyadh felt abandoned and vulnerable under the Obama administration. 
Th e Trump administration has made matters worse, as the entire region, 
not just Saudi Arabia and Iran, has slid into probably the most acute secu-
rity crisis in decades. Th e national security of Saudi Arabia, for example, 
has become a bargaining chip for President Trump, who frequently and 
publicly asks Riyadh to pay for its protection from Iran and to help stem 
the tide of Iranian expansionism. Of course, the United States is a key 
player that can become a stabilising force, but if Saudi Arabia continues to 
leave its national security subject to the changes in American administra-
tions and diff erent policies that Washington may embrace (e.g. the pivot to 
Asia), it would be a strategic mistake. 

Another approach to rebalancing the regional order is through the cre-
ation of a security framework that involves West Asia and North Africa 
(WANA). Involving key players like Turkey and Pakistan, which have vital 
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national interest, in regional stability and the region’s security architecture 
can create a more balanced regional order that prevents one party from 
becoming hegemonic. 

Meanwhile, strategies employed by Iran and Saudi Arabia to rebalance the 
region have in fact exacerbated the crisis of imbalance of the regional order. 
Th e strategies are counterproductive and must be substantially reformed if 
the objectives of either side are to be achieved. Neither running an aggressive 
arms race nor turning this confl ict into a sectarian issue will give Saudi Arabia 
the security it needs. By the same token, expansionism and building militias 
throughout the region will not give Iran the security and acceptance in the 
Middle East that it seeks.  As has been said, ‘Iran has legitimate needs in the 
region that it is pursuing in illegitimate ways.’ Th e way to achieve these objec-
tives and others is by instead instituting new policies in three main areas: 
domestic politics, sectarian policies and soft power strategies. 

Th e current political system of Saudi Arabia does not support the country 
playing a powerful role to strategically balance the regional order with Iran. 
Deep political and constitutional reforms thus must be introduced. Build-
ing hard power to balance with Iran can always help in the short-term but 
ultimately cannot guarantee Riyadh’s security. For example, Israel is gener-
ally believed to possess nuclear capabilities and the unquestionable support 
of the United States, yet it remains insecure in the region; the cause of its 
security problem is not a lack of advanced military might but its occupa-
tion of the Palestinian territories. To feel secure, Israel will have to end its 
occupation and resolve its confl ict with the Palestinians. Likewise, what will 
make Riyadh feel secure, however, is not purchasing additional arms, but a 
new social contract that fi xes the relationship between the society and state. A 
new social contract that will enable Saudi Arabia to counter Iranian expansion 
should be built on a partnership between state and society where accountabil-
ity and transparency are protected, along with fi ghting corruption, instituting 
acceptable levels of power sharing, and ensuring that citizenship is the basis 
for individuals’ access to the Kingdom’s resources. As Jamal Khashoggi7 often 
stated, Saudi Arabia missed an opportunity to support the political reform in 
the region that the Arab Spring demanded, and instead resorted to leading 
and supporting counter-revolutions that maintained old regime structures. 
Reformed Arab political systems, however, would have provided a viable 
and sustainable means to stop Iranian expansion in the region; certainly, 

6233_Fraihat.indd   96233_Fraihat.indd   9 20/01/20   3:02 PM20/01/20   3:02 PM



10 | iran and saudi arabia

Arab youth did not revolt against their corrupt political systems to embrace 
Iranian theocracy. 

Iran is also ripe for domestic reform and, perhaps most urgently, eco-
nomic reform. To win its cold war with Saudi Arabia, Iran is using a similar 
strategy that led to the collapse of the USSR in its cold war with the United 
States. Th at is, Iran is heavily investing in building its hard power (mainly 
its missiles programme and nuclear projects) and arming militias abroad, 
while ignoring what the ordinary Iranian citizen needs: a strong economy 
that delivers jobs and caters to their livelihoods. Driven by economic factors, 
the 2017–18 protests in dozens of Iranian cities that turned to raising slogans 
against the regime and its interventionist foreign policy sends a reliable signal 
to the Iranian leadership that domestic reform is long overdue. 

Politicisation of sectarianism by both Iran and Saudi Arabia must be 
changed. Iran should refrain from appointing itself the representative of 
the Shia community in the Arab world, as these Shia are citizens of their 
own countries rather than part of a transnational coherent Shia whole. Iran’s 
policy of ‘supporting the oppressed’ remains unconvincing, since it has sup-
ported revolutions in Yemen and Bahrain yet continued to back Syria’s Shia 
Alawite regime, dubbing the revolution an ‘external conspiracy’. As Shahram 
Akbarzadeh has argued, Iran’s patronage of Shia groups in the region has 
turned Iran into a ‘reluctant Shia Power’.8 Using Arab Shias as a ‘sandbag 
defence’ – in the words of one Iraqi Shia leader – is in fact exacerbating their 
plight and deepening their grievances. Such a contradiction in Iran’s foreign 
policy only serves its rival Saudi Arabia’s propaganda campaign – that con-
fl ict is essentially sectarian, a narrative which has led to recruitment to Sunni 
extremist groups like ISIS that Iran claims it is fi ghting in the region. In this 
case, Iran’s misuse of its sectarian foreign policy is actually multiplying the 
enemies that it claims to be fi ghting.

Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, should be careful of the potential ‘self-
fulfi lling prophecy’ in terms of the treatment of its own Shia minority. Per-
ceiving Shia Saudis as a fi fth column loyal to Iran has led to their unequal 
treatment, a policy that may lead segments of this population to become 
truly loyal to Iran or at least sympathetic to its message. In particular, the 
Wahhabi Saudi clergy has seriously alienated their fellow Shia citizens when 
‘every week during Friday prayers we are being called infi dels’, as one Shia 

6233_Fraihat.indd   106233_Fraihat.indd   10 20/01/20   3:02 PM20/01/20   3:02 PM



introduction | 11

Saudi told me. By the same token, the alienation is exacerbated when Shia 
students are expected to learn a Sunni Hanbali curriculum, with its strict 
interpretation against Shia Muslims, in order to pass their classes. Th e prob-
lem with being Shia in Saudi Arabia is not just about political economy or 
identity politics, but also about religious belief, as Toby Matthiesen explains.9 
Alienation of the Shia population signifi cantly weakens Saudi Arabia’s domes-
tic political front as it pushes a segment of its society to identify with Iran or 
its message. A solidly built Saudi internal political system is as important as 
its arms race strategy in confronting Iran, if not even more so. 

In their pursuit of hard power to impact the regional order, Iran and 
Saudi Arabia have ignored the strength of soft power. Iran’s image in the Arab 
countries has never been worse. One major reason for the deterioration of 
its soft power in Arab countries is its association with the brutal civil war in 
Syria. Iran gained the world’s sympathy when Saddam Hussein used chemi-
cal weapons against them during the 1980–8 war. Iran’s backing of the Assad 
regime, which allegedly used the same chemical weapons that Iran suff ered 
from against his own people, has left little sympathy for Tehran as a ‘victim 
of chemical weapons’, at least in many Arab countries. Iran must understand 
that it cannot pursue partnerships with the Arab world by force and with this 
type of image; thus, fundamental reform of its soft power is needed for it to 
be accepted in the region as a partner.

Saudi Arabia is equally in need of reforming its soft power strategy if it 
wants to contain Iranian intervention and fi nd a constructive resolution to 
the confl ict. To develop soft power eff ectively, Saudi Arabia needs to rid itself 
of the enormous burden of being associated with the brand of Wahhabism, 
especially since this has been (at least to a certain extent) associated with jihadi 
Salafi  terrorism worldwide. Saudi Arabia cannot win the battle of global pub-
lic opinion with this type of image. Another factor that has seriously damaged 
Saudi Arabia’s image is its war in Yemen, which has caused one of the world’s 
worst man-made humanitarian disasters in recent history. Saudi Arabia will 
have to work for decades to repair the damage to its image caused by this 
war. Moreover, genuinely reforming Saudi Arabia’s soft power requires the 
Kingdom to crack down on rampant corruption that has seriously damaged 
its bureaucratic system, deepened mistrust between the public and their gov-
ernment, and made it diffi  cult for Riyadh to market itself abroad. Th e Saudi 
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campaign to ‘fi ght corruption’ that resulted in the arrest of dozens of shaykhs 
and former ministers – in what came to be known as the Ritz-Carlton hotel-
prison – and forcing them to surrender major parts of their wealth to the state 
increased suspicions about the way the Kingdom is being run. 

Integrating offi  cial peacemaking, track two intervention, and bottom-up 
grassroots peacebuilding

Th ough track two and grassroots eff orts remain of critical importance to 
achieving peace in the Gulf region, government-led peacemaking can be more 
eff ective in terms of sustainability, especially if aided by what is called track 
two intervention as well as a bottom-up grassroots-exercised peacebuilding.

As both parties have been unable to resolve the confl ict on their own, 
third party intervention is both necessary and timely for Riyadh and Tehran 
to engage in peacemaking. Th eoretically, powerful party mediation would 
be most eff ective in resolving this and other confl icts. As one Saudi offi  cial 
explained to me, ‘We need a powerful mediator who can oversee the dialogue 
and guarantee the implementation of the results if mediation is to work with 
Iran.’ In this case, countries like the United States, United Kingdom and 
France would fi t the criteria to mediate and ‘guarantee implementation’. Th e 
problem, however, is that these ‘powerful countries’ are parties to the confl ict 
as well, especially the United States, and it is in the American interest, at least 
under the Trump administration, to keep the confl ict unresolved so as to con-
tinue to build an alliance with Saudi Arabia and other Gulf States to counter 
Iranian infl uence, and make additional gains, whether arms sales or general 
geopolitical gains, in the Middle East and North Africa. 

A third-party approach to mediating this confl ict is represented by regional 
powers like Turkey and Pakistan. A peaceful resolution to this confl ict is in the 
strategic interest of these regional powers. Historically, Turks, Arabs and Irani-
ans have shaped the politics and stability of the region. Resolving the confl ict 
would save Turkey the risk of proxy wars escalating on its southern borders. 
Th e biggest security challenge to Turkey in its contemporary history has been 
the Syria war, where Iran and Saudi Arabia indirectly clash. With intervention, 
Turkey can contribute to rebalancing the regional order, whose disorder was 
a key cause of this confl ict in the fi rst place. Likewise, a nuclear Pakistan can 
help restore balance with serious intervention in the peacebuilding between 
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Iran and Saudi Arabia. A sectarian confl ict between Riyadh and Tehran poses 
a serious structural security threat to Pakistan, as the country has historically 
suff ered from sectarian tensions. Rising sectarianism between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia could refl ect on various levels in Pakistan, including through its army, 
which contains both Sunni and Shia generals. Pakistan has strategic interests 
with both countries, and the most diffi  cult decision that Islamabad will have 
to make is to be forced to choose between them. Th erefore, investing in peace 
between its two powerful rivals is undoubtedly in its strategic security interest. 

Since offi  cial peacemaking eff orts have not yet yielded tangible outcomes, 
the track two approach should be used, particularly because it can play a 
complementary role to track one processes and often do what governments 
cannot. Track two is generally led by what John Paul Lederach calls ‘middle-
range actors’, who are positioned in such a way that ‘they are connected to, 
and often have the trust of, both top-level and grassroots actors’.10 As Jamal 
Khashoggi, who conducted numerous track two activities with Iranian coun-
terparts, told me, 

there is something to be said about the potential benefi ts of track two diplo-
macy between the two countries. Track two is great for public relations and 
won’t cost the government anything. Who knows, it might sow the seeds for 
some real change in the future.11 

Track two peacebuilding can provide a variety of benefi ts when governments 
are unable or unwilling to come to the negotiating table. Government offi  -
cials are constantly under media pressure, especially as the rivalry has become 
increasingly public. Th is environment is not conducive to creative thinking 
and innovative confl ict resolution. However, 

among the varied goals of track two are to provide a safe, off -the-record venue 
for dialogue; to create the conditions necessary for formal agreements to ‘take 
hold’; increase communication, understanding and trust among polarized 
groups; break-down the stereotypes and dehumanizing cognitions that per-
mit the partisans to wage the confl ict destructively; and to develop consensus-
based proposals that can be transferred to the track one processes.12 

Particularly because Iran and Saudi Arabia offi  cially severed diplomatic 
relations in January 2016, leaving only unoffi  cial communications in place, 
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channels of communications like those off ered by track two negotiations 
become particularly relevant. Unfortunately, track two eff orts have not 
reached their full potential in the Gulf due to the centrality of the politi-
cal systems of both Iran and Saudi Arabia. Put simply, socially infl uential 
individuals are not allowed to freely engage in confl ict resolution with 
the other side. However, the present situation provides an opportunity 
for the two governments to use unconventional approaches and ease their 
tight control on what non-offi  cial prominent society leaders can do.  Th e 
potential for track two participants to have an impact on the situation 
is real and can be seen on multiple levels, including in developing per-
sonal relationships among participants themselves, returning home and 
changing the contours of the debate in their societies (especially through 
their writings), and even infl uencing their own governments since they are 
known by them. 

Historically, decisions about war and peace in the Gulf have been made 
by leaders with a top-down approach, without the involvement of their own 
people. A bottom-up approach to peacebuilding in the Gulf, however, must 
be incorporated into governments’ planning and overall handling of their 
confl icts. Th ere is a huge trust defi cit between the people of Iran and their 
neighbours in the Gulf as people-to-people interaction is almost non-exis-
tent. For example, there are no student and faculty exchange programmes, 
no joint institutions, and even tourism is extremely limited. Th e media is 
playing a destructive role on both sides. It is very rare to fi nd Saudis who 
speak the Persian language and vice versa. Stereotypes and the dynamics of 
polarisation and mistrust guide the formation of perceptions on both sides. 
Under these circumstances, governments will fi nd it diffi  cult to proceed with 
peace and reconciliation between the two countries even if they want to do 
so, simply because their populations are not supportive. Bottom-up peace-
building in the Gulf will help address the change and transformation needed 
in the relationship between the two peoples. Successful people-to-people 
programmes will form a kind of social incubator for any future government-
brokered solutions as peace agreements need support on the ground to sur-
vive. Peace between Iran and its Gulf neighbours will begin with people 
themselves living this peace, not with governments whose actions are more 
constrained. 
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Rapprochement is Possible

Despite what seems to be a bleak situation with slim prospects for resolu-
tion, rapprochement between Iran and Saudi Arabia remains a possibility. By 
‘rapprochement’ we refer to scaling back on levels of hostilities, disengage-
ment from escalation and destructive policies in the region, and co-existence 
between the two states despite their continued diff erences. Rapprochement 
does not necessarily imply full reconciliation or elimination of competitive 
behaviour; instead, it aims primarily to reform relationships from hostilities 
to co-existence. As Gregory Gause puts it,

the recent past tells us that it is not impossible to imagine a Saudi–Iranian 
rapprochement. Th is would not be an alliance. Th e two sides have too many 
contrary interests. It would not even be the shotgun marriage that character-
ized relations during the time of the Shah, when Cold War dynamics and 
a common antipathy toward leftist Arab nationalism brought Riyadh and 
Tehran together. A rapprochement would simply be an agreement to lower 
the temperature of their mutual condemnations and to act with self-restraint 
in order to limit the regional spillover consequences of the Syrian and Iraqi 
domestic confl icts.13

Achieving a reasonable level of rapprochement between Riyadh and 
Tehran depends fi rst on the political will of both parties. Unless both par-
ties are convinced that rapprochement will yield better outcomes for their 
security and national interests, it will be diffi  cult to force them to reconcile; 
rapprochement requires initial concessions on both sides so that they can 
reap fruitful outcomes later. Political will thus becomes necessary. As Frederic 
Wehrey argues, 

Saudi Arabia and Iran are capable of dialling back and tempering sectarian-
ism. We saw this play out in Lebanon in the aftermath of the 2006 war. We 
are seeing it again now in Bahrain, where Iran (and Hezbollah) have lowered 
the tenor of their criticism of Saudi policies.14 

Furthermore, ‘both countries pursued détente in the 1990s after the Iran-Iraq 
War and Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait, culminating in the signing of 
a security pact in 2001’.15 If political will does not exist, it is geography that 
will ultimately force the parties to reconcile. Th e parties can procrastinate, 
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manoeuvre and manipulate for the foreseeable future, but the fact that they 
are living in one area and will remain neighbours with mutual needs and com-
mon interests necessitates at least a degree of cooperation. 

History also tells us that rapprochement between Riyadh and Tehran is 
theoretically possible. In fact, the two countries have a history of friendlier rela-
tions: ‘As recently as the early 2000s their bilateral relationship was not nearly 
as confl ictual, as both Tehran and Riyadh pursued more normal diplomatic 
relations with each other even as they jostled for infl uence in the region.’16 It 
is true that their ancient history had crisis and tensions, but for most of that 
history they managed to co-exist and collaborate, damaging arguments that 
the rivalry is essentially sectarian and therefore primordial in nature. 

History and geography also tell us that countries like Germany and France 
had worse relationships yet eventually managed to work together, at least for 
a limited period, through one uniting framework, the European Union. It 
is unrealistic to expect Iran to join the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), 
but the expectation of Germany and France cooperating would have likewise 
been low a few decades ago.

Another reason that makes rapprochement possible is that both Iran and 
Saudi Arabia have reached what Zartman calls the ‘mutually hurting stale-
mate’.17 Th e confl ict has most likely ripened and, since 2003, both parties 
have invested in the confl ict with no achievable outcomes in sight. Yemen 
has become for Saudi Arabia what Vietnam was for the United States and 
Afghanistan for the former USSR. Th e Saudi challenge in Yemen is not solely 
in winning the war militarily but also ensuring post-war stability and neutral-
ising the security threat on its southern borders. By the same token, Iran has 
bled for many years in Syria and Iraq, which continues to exert tremendous 
pressure on its economy. 

Domestic pressure in both Iran and Saudi Arabia has also contributed to 
the stalemate that Riyadh and Tehran are currently experiencing, and this 
situation may force both countries to scale back or avoid antagonism. In 
this regard, Iran has survived two uprisings in the last decade, in 2009 and 
2017–18, which should serve as credible indicators regarding domestic pres-
sure in the country, while also raising questions about its long-term ability to 
continue to fund armed militias in the Arab countries. It is no coincidence 
that the protesters in 2017–18 raised economic demands fi rst before turning 
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to political slogans against the regime, and even against the Supreme Leader, 
as well as condemning intervention in regional crises and civil wars. Th is 
pressure has led some voices in Iran to come to terms with the need to priori-
tise domestic demands. As Rouzbeh Parsi argues, ‘the political elite in Tehran 
is slowly and reluctantly coming to grips with being a post-revolutionary 
state. Th e society has been way ahead of it for quite some time.’18

Saudi Arabia’s domestic economic challenges are equally threatening to 
the survival of the regime; in 2017, dozens of princes, former ministers and 
other business tycoons were arrested in what they called a fi ghting corrup-
tion campaign, and forced to surrender signifi cant amounts of their wealth 
to the state. Furthermore, dozens of clerics and intellectuals were arrested in 
September 2017 to neutralise dissent from the Islamic sphere. Despite these 
measures, domestic political pressure and demands for reform are mounting, 
leading the state to engage in what would have been seen as taboo only a cou-
ple of years before, including, but not limited to, lifting the ban on women 
driving and diminishing the state-linked clergy’s infl uence on politics. Cou-
pling the current damaging stalemate that the two countries experience with 
a way out or an ‘enticing opportunity’19 may help them confi dently proceed 
to rapprochement. 

Finally, the confl ict behaviour of the parties tells us that both of them are 
willing to make compromises and reach agreements even with their worst ene-
mies. Iran was able to reach a nuclear deal with what it calls the ‘Great Satan’ – 
the United States – on its nuclear project, which has always been defi ned as part 
of its national pride, national security and sovereignty. By the same token, in 
2002, Saudi Arabia presented the Arab Peace Initiative to Israel – for a century 
considered the Arabs’ central enemy – for a comprehensive solution and full 
normalisation. It would be ironic if the two parties are willing to engage in ‘deals’ 
and ‘normalization’ with their distant enemies yet remain unwilling to reconcile 
as neighbours with shared vital needs and interests in the Gulf region. 
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1
History of Iran–Saudi Arabian Rivalry 

and Peacemaking Efforts

The current rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia is the result of a his-
tory of tense relations over the past four decades, although both have 

invested in serious peacemaking eff orts to manage and/or resolve the confl ict 
between them. 

A History of Rivalry

As is usually the case with international confl icts, the starting point of the Iran–
Saudi rivalry is hotly contested. While some analysts use contemporary history, 
citing the Islamic revolution of 1979 as the starting point of this confl ict, oth-
ers trace it back to ancient history, using arguments about Arab versus Persian 
nationalism1 and the prevalence of primordial Shia–Sunni sectarianism. No 
matter what approach one takes to studying this confl ict, however, two major 
developments in the confl ict’s contemporary history are never ignored: the 1979 
Islamic revolution and the 2003 American invasion of Iraq. Ancient history, 
whether the prevalence of nationalism or sectarianism, could have played a role 
in the confl ict, but these two more recent developments provided the driving 
mechanisms that contributed to the start-up and sustainment of the confl ict 
over the past few decades. In particular, the 1979 Islamic revolution fuelled the 
‘export of the revolution’ that is still seen, at least by Saudi Arabia, as the ultimate 
objective of Tehran, while the 2003 American invasion of Iraq structurally upset 
the balance of the regional order and therefore opened the door for aggressive 
intervention by the two rivals to fi ll the resulting vacuum.

Scholarly debates about the Iran–Saudi Arabian rivalry tend to echo 
the literature on sectarianism more broadly and, as such, are often divided 
between the camp that sees the split as ideologically or religiously driven, and 
those who view the rivalry as the result of geopolitical conditions. For their 
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part, Shahram Chubin and Charles Tripp cite ‘structural factors’ as driving 
the Iran–Saudi rivalry.2 Th ey identify such factors as geopolitical diff erences, 
particularly diff erences in demography and geography, as driving decision 
making when it comes to regional aff airs. In addition to these issues, as well as 
the aspiration of each state to lead the Gulf, sectarian, cultural and ethnic dif-
ferences have exacerbated a latent competition. Furthermore, the emergence 
of a revolutionary Iran post-1979 is considered a fundamental and ‘direct’ 
threat to the Gulf and others in the region, since the Iranian government 
claims to speak on behalf of Islamic authority, which directly threatens Saudi 
Arabia as the home of the Two Holy Mosques.3 

Simon Mabon describes Iran–Saudi competition as encompassing two 
areas: the ideological and the geopolitical.4 Th e fi rst, in his words, ‘is 
driven by competing identities, in particular, ethno-national and religious 
identities’.5 Indeed, both Arab and Persian leaders have long competed over 
dominance of the region, and religious competition occurs as well, particu-
larly due to the fact that Saudi Arabia houses the Two Holy Mosques.6 
Mabon explains: 

Th e notion of being the guardian of Mecca and Medina is an integral aspect 
of the Al Saud’s legitimacy, both internally and across the Islamic world. As 
such, the emergence of Iran as a major power within the Islamic world adher-
ing to a diametrically opposed interpretation of Islam off ered a further source 
of entanglement in relations between the two.7 

Events over the course of the twentieth century have changed the dynamics 
of this relationship as well. Mabon outlines the two areas of competition, the 
ideological and geopolitical, as being ‘separate entities’ that ‘feed into each 
other’.8 Of course, the emergence of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979 
increased competition in both spheres, and the rivalry has been further infl u-
enced by the shift in Tehran’s alignment towards the United States, which 
changed drastically following the removal of the Shah in 1979 and has been 
altered more recently by the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action and then by 
the Trump administration.9

Before World War II, Iran and Saudi Arabia had a relationship mainly con-
cerned with regulation of the hajj, which also ‘encouraged small-scale trade of 
Persian goods, mainly carpets, and the settlement of a small Persian community 
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in Jeddah’.10 Although boundary disputes persisted, especially over joint oil-
fi elds, these did not spur larger cross-border tensions, since domestic concerns 
during that period were more urgent, particularly after the withdrawal of the 
British Residency, which both countries had relied upon to ‘ensure stability 
along their borders’.11 Prior to that, however, Mabon explains that 

[t]he relationship was initially characterised by suspicion between the royal 
families of the Al Saud and the Pahvalis. Th is suspicion stemmed predomi-
nantly from competition over regional dominance and prior to 1958, was in 
part due to the involvement of the Hashemites in Baghdad, whose presence 
complicated relations within the regional order.12 

Indeed, after World War II, Iran under the Shah was a very close United 
States ally, with which Saudi Arabia could not compete due to its smaller 
military and population.13 Although Saudi Aramco had been founded in the 
early 1930s, cooperation between the US and Saudi Arabia in the oil sector 
only fl ourished after World War II and led to enhanced military ties between 
the two, who were both committed to fi ghting Soviet infl uence abroad, 
countering the threat of Nasserist Egypt, and maintaining a steady fl ow of 
oil.14 After the departure of British forces from the Gulf was announced in 
1968, the Iran–Saudi relationship became more strained due to competition 
over regional leadership, control of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting 
Countries (OPEC), and a multilateral approach to Gulf security.15

After British power waned, American fi nancial support aided both coun-
tries that suff ered after World War II. During the Cold War, American arms 
imports to both countries increased and the Twin Pillars policy, developed 
under the Nixon Doctrine in 1971, emerged, with the US hoping to use Iran 
and Saudi Arabia to stop the spread of communism.16 As Keynoush notes, 
however, ‘Iran’s larger economy and well-trained army compared to Saudi 
Arabia, and proximity to the Soviet Union, made its role central to the suc-
cess of the policy.’17 Th ough it was considered the West’s ‘regional policeman’, 
Saudi Arabia, along with its Gulf neighbours,

did not view Iran as an enemy, but they also did not see it as an ally, either. 
Despite a concerted eff ort by Tehran to charm the Arab monarchs after the 
Bahrain issue was settled, Saudi Arabia and the smaller states resisted Iranian 
eff orts to formalize security cooperation in an explicit Gulf security pact.18
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Saudi Arabia worried about Iran’s closeness to the United States under 
the leadership of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. Indeed, Shah Pahlavi had 
a close personal relationship with President Richard Nixon, which helped to 
secure arms deals and the partnership.19 Th e Americans knew that the Shah 
eventually hoped to diminish foreign presence in the Gulf, however. Under 
President Gerald Ford, the Shah began ‘losing US backing on account of dis-
agreements over his drive for higher oil prices, became vulnerable to domes-
tic opposition, frequent strikes, and high infl ation rates of 30–40 percent’.20 
When Jimmy Carter became president in January 1977, the Shah tried to 
stop protests by pushing up oil prices, while Saudi Arabia used its supply to 
stabilise the market and thus aid the United States during a period of global 
recession.21 During this time, ‘Saudi Arabia distanced itself slightly from Iran 
as it improved relations with Iraq.’22

Mabon describes how, following British withdrawal from the Gulf in 
1968 and the emergence of independent states in the lower Gulf, Iran had 
an opportunity to assert dominance over the region and indeed revived his-
toric Persian claims to control Shia-dominated Bahrain, which put it into 
direct confl ict with Saudi interests.23 Indeed, the issue of Bahrain is one that 
undoubtedly predated the 1979 revolution and continues to this day. In an 
eff ort to resolve the issue, in 1970 the Shah proposed a United Nations-led 
poll in Bahrain, which proved the overwhelming desire among residents of 
Bahrain for independence.24 

After the revolution overthrew the Pahlavi dynasty in 1979, the balance 
of power between the so-called Twin Pillars shifted, and Iranian and Saudi 
interests diverged as Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini called for the overthrow 
of Arab rulers allied with the United States.25  Ehteshami, for his part, opines 
that the tensions between the countries ‘are of a contemporary nature, derived 
from the Iranian revolution’.26 Certainly, Utaybi Juhayman’s takeover of the 
Grand Mosque and Shia uprisings in the Eastern Province took place shortly 
after the revolution, spurring even more fear about the role of the region’s 
new revolutionary state and its role in destabilising its neighbours.

Terrill describes the Saudi leadership as fundamentally anti-revolutionary 
due to its ultra conservative leadership.27 In November 1979, shortly after 
the success of the Iranian revolution, unrest emerged in Saudi Arabia’s Shia-
dominated Eastern Province, with the performance of an illegal religious 
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procession to celebrate the holiday of Ashura; some in the crowd carried 
pictures of Iran’s revolutionary leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in 
addition to anti-Saudi and anti-United States slogans.28 Riots resulted after 
Saudi authorities tried to disperse the crowds, leading to substantial prop-
erty damage and a number of civilian casualties, all of which Saudi Arabia 
blamed on Iran.29 

As a result, then, the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979 provided Saudi 
Arabia with a valuable opportunity to demonstrate its Islamic legitimacy at 
home and abroad after the discord caused by the revolution in Iran.30 To that 
end, the Saudi government subsidised travel and training, as well as recruit-
ment of jihadi fi ghters from around the world, in addition to sponsoring 
anti-Iranian and anti-Shia tracts meant ‘to highlight the narrowly ethnic and 
sectarian aspirations of the Khomeinist regime and mitigate its more universal 
appeal throughout the region and the world’.31 Indeed, after 1979, 

neither Riyadh nor Tehran were anxious to cast their rivalry in ideological 
terms, and more so because the former had never felt at ease with the shah . . . 
When Tehran insisted on spreading its revolution, for example, the kingdom 
charged it of exporting terrorism, and questioned whether revolution should 
be Iran’s aim, or the construction of a model Islamic state.32

Th roughout the 1980s, tensions between the newly revolutionary Iran 
and Saudi Arabia persisted. Th e war between Iran and Iraq (1980–8), also 
known in Iran as the ‘imposed war’,33 had huge security implications for the 
entire Gulf region, including Iran–Saudi relations. Six Gulf states – Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Kuwait, Oman and Bahrain – 
formed the Gulf Cooperation Council in 1981, in part as a security response 
to the Iranian revolution and the Iran–Iraq war. In 1982, Saudi Arabia report-
edly supplied Iraq with $1 billion per month in aid.34 Furthermore, Saudi 
and Bahraini authorities uncovered a plot to overthrow Bahrain’s govern-
ment shortly after the war. Iran was blamed and may have been involved.35 
In 1987, violence emerged again at the hajj after Iranian pilgrims began pro-
testing, leading to 450 deaths. Iran blamed Saudi Arabia for this event and 
even suggested that custody of the Two Holy Mosques should go to Iran; 
Riyadh responded in turn by drastically decreasing the number of Iranians 
allowed at the hajj.36
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Following Khomeini’s death in 1989, Iran–Saudi relations appeared to 
improve slightly, with President Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani (r. 1989–97) 
and later President Mohammad Khatami (r. 1997–2005) more open to coop-
eration. Khatami was particularly focused on improving the relationship with 
Saudi Arabia, especially by ending covert actions by Iran inside the Kingdom. 
In June 1991, Iran and Saudi Arabia resumed diplomatic relations, and a 
large number of offi  cial visits to Riyadh followed from the foreign minister, 
and elements of the intelligence, judiciary and military sectors.37

King Abdullah, who had come to power in 1995 in Saudi Arabia, met with 
President Rafsanjani on the sidelines of the Organization of Islamic Coop-
eration (OIC) in Pakistan in 1997. He also supported Iran’s presidency and 
aimed to assuage Iranian fears by stating that American troops would not be 
in the region long-term to contain Iran; Rafsanjani said that Iranian pilgrims 
would not incite issues during the hajj.38 Relations improved so much that 
in 1999, Khatami became the fi rst sitting Iranian president to visit Riyadh 
on an offi  cial state visit.39 Neither Rafsanjani nor Khatami, however, could 
control the demands of hard-liners, and, more problematically, the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) were still able to conduct covert actions 
abroad without consulting the President, since the Supreme Leader man-
ages the group.40 Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has served as Supreme Leader since 
Khomeini’s death and remains ‘conservative and suspicious of reform’.41

Further, despite the détente, fundamental tensions persisted over the 
course of the 1990s. Th e United States in 1994 announced its new dual con-
tainment policy aimed at Iraq and Iran, which increased Saudi importance to 
the Americans whilst increasingly isolating Iran.42 Most importantly, though, 
after the fall of the Soviet Union spurred newly independent republics in the 
Caucasus and Central Asia, fears were stirred among Iranian and Saudi leader-
ships that their own ethnic populations would also demand independence.43 
In addition, Tehran hoped to expand its sphere of infl uence into Central Asia, 
since it had lost power in the Gulf.44 Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, 

indirectly supported the United States’ eff orts to counter Iranian infl uence by 
backing Turkey’s appeal to pan-Turkism in the region. But Riyadh also saw the 
area as ripe for the spread of Salafi sm among the predominately Sunni popu-
lations of the Central Asian republics as a means to ‘out-Islamicize’ Tehran’s 
similar eff orts [Afghanistan, Tajikistan].45 
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Th ere was, at least outwardly, a shift in tone, however, after the 9/11 
attacks. During this period, Iran and Saudi Arabia signed security and 
regional agreements in 2001 and 2002 on terrorism, money laundering, drug 
traffi  cking and illegal immigration, largely because both hoped to fi ght Al 
Qaeda and opposed the US invasion of Iraq.46

Th e role of the United States is very important when it comes to sus-
taining the rivalry: indeed, revolutionary Tehran resents Riyadh as ‘America’s 
principal local proxy against Iran taking what it feels is its rightful place as 
the region’s preeminent power’.47 Iran also hopes to eventually remove foreign 
presence from the region and sees Saudi Arabia as standing in the way of 
achieving that goal. From the Saudi point of view, the 1979 revolution and 
resulting call to overturn the Saudi monarchy has bred mistrust.48 It is impor-
tant to note, though, that ‘even before this ideological challenge, Riyadh long 
perceived a stark asymmetry between its own national power and that of Iran, 
in terms of demography, industrial capacity, and military strength’.49 

Geopolitical competition, in Mabon’s view, has been enhanced after the 
decline of Iraq post-2003, which is perhaps most clearly demonstrated by the 
considerable debate about the nomenclature of the Gulf separating Iran and 
Saudi Arabia.50 Further, as Wehrey et al. posit, ‘a weak Iraq can arguably be 
said to increase rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran, whereas a strong Iraq 
can stabilize or moderate the tensions’.51 Logically, then, the downfall of Iraq 
in 2003 led to considerable angst among Saudi authorities, particularly since 
Iran revived claims of itself being ‘a natural state’ dating back to 700 bc, as 
opposed to others that have experienced periods under colonial power.52 

Th e post-2003 resurgence of Shia power in Iraq and Tehran’s pursuit of 
nuclear power is seen in Riyadh’s eyes as fundamentally upsetting the regional 
power balance that has in the past favoured Saudi Arabia, meaning that the 
prospect of a rapprochement between Iran and the United States was particu-
larly frightening to the Saudi leadership.53 Indeed, ‘Iran’s Khomeinist ideol-
ogy is vehemently anti-monarchical, formalizes clerical authority in politics 
and – especially under President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad – trumpets an 
explicitly populist line.’54 

Regardless of causes of increased sectarianism in recent years, events in 
the 2000s undoubtedly spurred religious violence. Th e 2003 toppling of 
Saddam Hussein in Iraq has recently been cited as a critical turning point 
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for sectarianism in the Middle East as it disturbed the equilibrium of Sunni 
and Shia states in the Gulf.55 Mabon summarises: 

From the Gulf perspective, the fall of the Iraqi dictator raised the specter of 
a Shi‘a-dominated Iraq that would form linkages with coreligionists in Iran 
and, more ominously, might inspire the Shi‘a in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and 
Kuwait toward greater agitation and even militancy. In conjunction, Iranian 
foreign policy took a sharply activist and nationalistic turn with the rise of the 
so-called new conservatives led by President Mahmud Ahmadinejad.56 

Notably, these changes coincided with the rise of international social 
media, which have since that time been used to diff use sectarian messages 
from both sides.

Th e 2006 Hezbollah–Israel war in Lebanon again stoked sectarian 
tensions.57 Sunni states which had prided themselves on supporting the 
Palestinian cause felt threatened as Hezbollah, supported by rival Iran, took 
the lead in the fi ght against Israel.58 Hezbollah’s actions, supported by Iran, 
were considered to threaten the delicate balance between Shia and Sunni 
power in the region.

Iran has further threatened Saudi interests and position abroad through 
what Wehrey et al. dub its 

‘Arab street’ strategy of speaking directly over the heads of Arab rulers 
to their publics, undermining the rulers’ legitimacy by portraying them 
as sclerotic lackeys of Washington, and upstaging them on the Palestin-
ian question through provocative rhetoric and support to such groups as 
Hamas and Hizballah.59 

Indeed, following Ahmadinejad’s election in 2005, Iran became increasingly 
active in the Middle East; ‘hyperactivism on pan-Arab issues is not necessarily 
proof of its infl uence, but rather just the opposite – an eff ort to overcompen-
sate for its fundamental isolation from the rest of the region’.60 Iran’s support 
for Hezbollah in 2006 was seen as a turning point, as it gave Iran the upper 
hand in terms of popularity, and this policy has again been pursued in the 
post-Arab Spring era.61

Most recently, the Arab Spring in 2011 jeopardised the sectarian balance 
in the Middle East, as it led Shias in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia to rise up 
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against their governments as pro-democracy movements were revived around 
the Middle East. Vali Nasr concludes:

Th e Arab Spring has allowed it [sectarianism] to resurface by weakening states 
that have long kept sectarian divisions in place, and brutally suppressed popu-
lar grievances. Today, Shias clamor for greater rights in Lebanon, Bahrain and 
Saudi Arabia, while Sunnis are restless in Iraq and Syria.62 

Th is most recent outbreak of political sectarianism can be diff erentiated, 
according to Nasr, by the fact that each side (Shia and Sunni) is backed 
by a regional superpower, namely Iran for the Shias and Saudi Arabia for 
the Sunnis. 

Th e imprint of this rivalry was evident in regional confl icts before the 
Arab Spring. Saudis saw Iran’s hand behind a rebellion among Yemen’s 
Houthi tribe – who are Zaydis, an off shoot of Shiism – that started in 
2004. Iran blamed Arab fi nancing for its own decade-long revolt by Sunni 
Baluchis along its southeastern border with Pakistan. And since 2005, 
when Shia H ezbollah was implicated in the assassination of Rafi k Hariri, a 
popular Sunni prime minister who was close to the Saudis, a wide rift has 
divided Lebanon’s Sunni and Shia communities, and prompted Saudi fury 
against Hezbollah. Th e sectarian divide in Lebanon shows no sign of nar-
rowing, and now the turmoil in Syria next door has brought Lebanon to a 
knife’s edge.63 

When the Arab Spring emerged, both Iran and Saudi Arabia acted to 
protect their interests: for Saudi Arabia this meant aiding allies facing pro-
tests yet aiding opposition movements active in adversarial countries.64 Most 
importantly, when it came to the protest movement in Shia-dominated 
Bahrain, Iran backed the protests, while in Syria, Tehran stands with Assad; 
Saudi Arabia’s interests, meanwhile, have been the opposite.65 

Th e relationship between Iran and Saudi Arabia has passed through four 
escalatory phases since 2003:

1. Phase I: increased tension (2003). Th is resulted from the imbalance in the 
regional order that was created after the US invasion of Iraq.

2. Phase II: proxy wars and the Arab Spring (2011). Especially in Syria, 
Iran has invested highly in the Assad regime, while Saudi Arabia 
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supported the revolution with the hope that Iran would lose its infl u-
ential presence there.

3. Phase III: direct one-party involvement and the war in Yemen (2015).66 
On 21 September 2014, Iran’s primary ally in Yemen, the Houthi move-
ment, with help from former President Ali Saleh, orchestrated a coup 
against the Saudi-backed government in Yemen, overthrew Riyadh’s ally 
President Abed Rabbu Mansour Hadi, and took over state institutions. 
On 25 March 2015, the Iran–Saudi regional rivalry took a new turn 
with Saudi Arabia launching Operation Decisive Storm (ODS) against 
what it perceived to be the Iranian presence in Yemen, represented by 
the Houthis. 

4. Phase IV: direct two-party confrontation (2016). After the Saudi execu-
tion of its infl uential Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr67 in January 2016 on 
charges related to ‘terrorism’, the confrontation escalated directly between 
Tehran and Riyadh, rather than through a third party. Th e battleground 
now is Tehran, where the Saudi embassy was attacked and set on fi re, 
and Riyadh, where Iranian diplomats have been expelled from the Saudi 
capital. Diplomatic relations between the two countries were severed and 
political tension has prevailed since that time. 

Th e Riyadh summit in May 2017 and the American–Saudi alliance that 
emerged from it further signalled a strategy of facing down Iran. Th e involve-
ment of the Trump administration – needing little convincing to act against 
Tehran – indicated a further entrenchment of the rivalry. Indeed, the involve-
ment of additional and powerful new parties, like the United States, sends 
more alarming messages than ever before in an acute security environment, 
signalling that this confl ict could intensify if no serious actions are taken to 
de-escalate the situation. 

Th e Peacemaking Eff ort since the US Invasion of Iraq in 2003

Th ere have been some serious peacemaking eff orts made by the two countries 
since the US invasion of Iraq, though mostly on the government level, also 
known as track one. Little eff ort has been invested at the community and 
domestic level to address the rivalry that has become encompassing to almost 
all levels of both states.
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Track one peacemaking

Th e 2003 US invasion of Iraq unsettled the existing sectarian balance in the 
Gulf, after much of the Muslim world had been briefl y united following the 
11 September 2001 attacks. An unstable Iraq stoked Saudi fears that it could 
become a Shia – and by extension, Iranian – stronghold in the Gulf. Until 
that time, ‘the door wasn’t really open [for Iran to challenge the regional 
order], except in limited ways like supporting Hezbollah and Hamas’.68 Iraq 
off ered an opportunity for Iran to gain a foothold inside the Gulf, in particu-
lar if a Shia government came to power, a terrifying prospect for the Saudis 
who hoped to maintain the Sunni hegemony of the region.

Since the invasion, however, and in particular during Ahmadinejad’s tenure, 
the primary Saudi grievance with Iranian foreign policy has not centred on 
sectarianism, making it more diffi  cult to assess how to lessen confl ict between 
the states. In fact,

Iran’s policy outlook has been marked by a sense of triumphalism and an activ-
ist embrace of pan-Arab causes, most notably the Israeli–Palestinian issue. 
Combined with its defi ance of the West on the nuclear issue, Iran has acquired 
an appeal that has on occasion transcended sectarian diff erences. Th is appeal 
represents an indirect critique of the al-Saud, who are perceived by regional and 
domestic opponents as being too cautious and deferential to the West.69 

Iran’s outlook has thus been ‘aggressively non-sectarian’, as it aims to appeal 
to Arab populations beyond Shias.70 One offi  cial in Hezbollah’s research wing 
cited two issues at the centre of Iran’s foreign policy: the Palestinian cause and 
facing down the Western presence in the Middle East.71 Notably, ‘[t]here is 
nothing particularly Shia about the two issues’.72 In pushing universal causes, 
Iran aims to overcome its isolation from the wider Middle East.73 Iran’s lead-
ership on such issues has not only threatened the Kingdom’s position as the 
primary player in the region, but has also undermined its stance in the Arab 
world more broadly by criticising Saudi Arabia’s connections to the United 
States in particular. 

In the face of Iran’s non-sectarian foreign policy, Saudi Arabia has criti-
cised the state’s ‘policy behaviour and regional ambitions, not Shiasm per se’.74 
Between 2005 and 2007, Saudi Arabia took three approaches to dealing with 
Iran.75 First, offi  cials tried to appease the new Ahmadinejad administration 
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to diminish sources of tension, through acts like off ering to support Iran’s 
nuclear programme on the condition that it allowed International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) inspections.76 Second, when that approach proved 
unproductive, the Saudis began strategic talks in 2006 and 2007, which 

were designed to engage directly with Iran’s supreme leader and his aides to 
bypass the Iranian president’s tough stance. Th is approach did achieve moder-
ate – and somewhat temporary – results in Lebanon, but at the fi nal stages it 
hit a dead end as the supreme leader’s aids – especially the Supreme National 
Security Council (SNSC) – indicated that any agreement with the Saudi gov-
ernment should include the Ahmadinejad administration.77 

As a result, taking a third approach, the Saudi government tried to build up 
international pressure to urge a softening of Iran’s stances, with Prince Bandar 
bin Sultan travelling around the world to urge other states to pressure Iran.78 

Th e Kingdom has endeavoured to stem the tide of sectarianism in certain 
instances, such as preventing Saudi volunteers from fi ghting in Iraq by silenc-
ing clerical appeals for Sunnis to fi ght jihad in that state.79 Another sign of 
progress was King Abdullah’s meeting with Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr in 
January 2006.80 Furthermore, in October 2006, the Saudi government hosted 
a meeting of Sunni and Shia clerics in Makkah, which ended with ‘a statement 
condemning sectarian violence in Iraq’.81 Also in 2006, the GCC announced 
that it would create a joint nuclear research programme, primarily due to Iranian 
developments, though reaffi  rming support for an Iranian nuclear deal.82 Sus-
picion remained, however. During a visit to Washington, DC in December 
2006, Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal expressed concern about Iran’s role 
in assisting Iraqi Shia groups.83 Nonetheless, the states still managed to work 
together, with Iraqi National Security Advisor Muwaff aq al-Ruba’i announcing 
in July 2007 that he had reached an agreement with the Saudi Interior Minister 
that both states would ‘monitor sectarian fatawa’.84 In December 2007, in a 
major eff ort at reconciliation, President Ahmadinejad was invited to the GCC 
summit in Doha, where he 

proposed cooperation in economic, political and security fi elds. He empha-
sized that peace and security in the region could be ensured without any 
external interference and proposed that a mutual security agreement be 
signed between Iran and the GCC.85 
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Although the proposal itself was promising, GCC states remained suspicious 
of Iran, suspecting that the proposition could be ‘another Iranian ploy to 
undermine them’.86 Further, and most troubling to Gulf governments, the 
tenth point of the proposal involved requesting that foreign forces leave the 
region, which they feared could allow Iran to become the primary political 
player in the Gulf.87 

Still, ‘the Iranian proposal off ering to produce joint nuclear energy with 
the GCC countries is really a commendable move to build confi dence among 
its Gulf neighbours’.88 Nonetheless, Iran’s lingering refusal to accept the pres-
ence of foreign, and in particular American, troops in the Gulf has remained 
a major source of contention: ‘While the presence of the U.S. is necessary 
for GCC security, Iran views it as a primary security threat. Th us for the 
GCC the U.S. presence is necessary while for Iran it is an evil.’89 Th ough the 
ten-point programme was ultimately rejected, ties between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia persisted. In 2008, GCC Secretary General Abdul Rahman al-Attiyah 
visited Iran where he ‘focused primarily on expanding economic cooperation 
with Iran, as a precondition for broader cooperation. He also announced the 
formation of a committee for working on the possibility of setting up a joint 
security mechanism with Iran.’90

Eff orts at rapprochement became more diffi  cult in 2008, however, due 
to growing Saudi concern about Iran’s nuclear programme after it refused 
the Kingdom’s proposal to assist Iran if it complied with IAEA inspec-
tions.91 Hezbollah’s invasion of Beirut in May 2008 added tension to the 
relationship, as the Saudi government ‘considered the act as an Iranian-
Syrian plot to oust the 14 March Lebanese government – composed of 
Sunni and Christian parties – and aimed at undermining Arab interests’.92 
Diplomatic and economic ties remained, though were strained. 

In August 2012, King Abdullah and President Ahmadinejad met in Mecca 
at an emergency session of the Organization of Islamic Cooperation wherein 
Syria’s membership was suspended. Th is was seen as serious progress in the 
relationship between the two countries, given that Ahmadinejad previously 
visited Riyad back in 2005 and 2007. Furthermore, King Abdullah seated 
President Ahmadinejad at his side, ‘an apparent conciliatory gesture’.93 Con-
sidering that Syria is an ally of Iran, the move was likely an eff ort to reassure 
Iran that eff orts against Syria were pointed at that country alone.94 For his 
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part, Ahmadinejad’s speech proposed creating a centre for dialogue between 
the diff erent Muslim sects.95 

Th e election of Hassan Rouhani in August 2013 came with promises of 
ending Iran’s isolation from the rest of the region, yet confl ict in Syria contin-
ued harming the Iran–Saudi relationship, as both sides were accused of backing 
diff erent militias inside the country. At a 2013 press conference, Saudi Foreign 
Minister Prince Saud al-Faisal went so far as to say that he ‘consider[s] Syria an 
occupied land’, due to Iranian presence there.96 Following Hezbollah’s public 
declarations in April and May 2013 that its members were fi ghting with Assad’s 
troops inside Syria, anti-Shiism was renewed, considering the Iranian support 
of that group.97 Nonetheless, the overthrow of the Mursi government in Egypt, 
and general regional paranoia about the power of Sunni Islamist parties, in 
particular the Muslim Brotherhood, appeared to momentarily distract the 
Kingdom from its feud with Iran.98 

A number of positive developments took place afterwards. In May 2014, 
Saudi Foreign Minister Saud al-Faisal said that he had invited his Iranian 
counterpart to ‘visit the kingdom at any time he saw fi t’.99 Furthermore, in 
April 2014, the Saudi government removed Intelligence Chief Prince Bandar 
bin Sultan (who was in charge of the Syria fi le) from his post.  His removal 
was ‘seen as part of a shift in policy of the Gulf state towards Syria’.100 Prince 
Bandar had hawkish views against the Assad regime and in fact reached out 
specially to Russia to end its support for him. However, these gestures towards 
Iran did not succeed in bringing about a positive change in the relationship 
between the two countries. 

Th e nuclear deal agreement between Iran and the United Nations Security 
Council (P5+1) in July 2015 had a serious negative impact on the relationship 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Agreeing with Tehran on its nuclear activities 
without linking this to Iran’s foreign policy in the Middle East, Saudi Arabia 
perceived the agreement as a betrayal by the West.  Th e nuclear deal made 
Saudi Arabia feel less secure because it believed Iran’s agreement with the West 
would allow it to devote its resources to supporting Iran’s proxies in the region, 
like the Houthis in Yemen and the Assad regime. 

Th e Saudi strikes in Yemen against the Shia Houthi rebels in 2015 sig-
nifi cantly intensifi ed tension with Tehran. In April 2015, Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei severely criticised Saudi Arabia’s airstrikes into 
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Yemen to quell the Houthi rebellion, comparing the campaign to Israeli 
actions in the Gaza Strip.101 

By invading Yemen, Saudis are making a mistake, setting a bad precedent in 
the region . . . It’s a huge crime to kill children, destroy houses and obliter-
ate a country’s infrastructure . . . Th is is a crime and genocide which can be 
prosecuted internationally.102 

President Rouhani also disproved of the campaign, calling for a ceasefi re to 
be brokered solely among Yemeni parties.103 For their part, the Saudis, along 
with their GCC allies and the United States, accused Iran of meddling in the 
crisis in Yemen. In fact, in an eff ort to cripple Iranian action in Yemen, Saudi 
Arabia intercepted two Iranian airplanes on 24 April, which were said to be 
carrying humanitarian aid.104 Iran’s Foreign Ministry summoned the Saudi 
chargé d’aff aires to discuss the matter.105

Iranian–Saudi tensions have also contributed to anti-Saudi Arabian, 
and perhaps anti-Sunni, stances within Iraq. In early April, thousands of 
Iraqi Shias gathered in Baghdad’s Firdous Square to protest Saudi actions 
in Yemen.106 One MP from the Shia Badr bloc went so far as to say that he, 
along with other Iraqis, would be willing to fi ght to defend Yemen if Houthi 
leaders requested their help.107 Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi also 
decried Saudi actions in Yemen, stating 

[t]he dangerous thing is we don’t know what the Saudis want to do after 
this. Is Iraq within their radar? Th at’s very, very dangerous. Th e idea that you 
intervene in another state unprovoked just for regional ambition is wrong. 
Saddam has done it before. See what it has done to the country.108 

Aside from the Syrian crisis, continued instability in Iraq and war in 
Yemen, which provide further opportunities for proxy warfare, other potential 
spoilers for reconciliation between the two include 

the decades of antagonism and mistrust (memories of the Iran–Iraq war 
remain strong); Israel’s pugilistic foreign policy towards Iran, with which 
the Gulf itself often quietly colludes; the legacy of President Mahmoud 
Ahmadinejad’s populist-driven hostility; and an ever more conservative 
religious establishment in Saudi Arabia.109 
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Furthermore, Iran’s demonstrated preference for Islamist political forces, 
regardless of sects such as Hamas, has troubled Saudi Arabia as it has tried 
to suppress Sunni Islamist actors which it considers threatening to its rule.110 
While Saudi Arabia aims to dismantle such groups, Iran considers them to be 
a means of securing a region free of Western infl uence.111 Also, the more Iran 
de-emphasises Shiism, the more diffi  cult it will be for Saudi Arabia to isolate 
it from the Sunni world.112 Even in discussing its support for Hezbollah, 
Iran has emphasised the organisation’s role as undermining Israeli hegemony 
rather than aiding Shias:

for Iran, by and large, the only available alliances are and have been with 
marginalised constituencies that happen to overwhelmingly be fellow Shias 
who are themselves victims of domestic power dynamics (to some extent rein-
forced by the foreign alliances of ruling elites).113

Local eff orts at diminishing sectarianism

In 2003, King Abdullah launched a series of high-level National Dialogue 
meetings which ‘focused on recognizing and bridging the gap with the inter-
nal “other” – fostering dialogue among Sufi s, Salafi s, Shias, and other sects 
within Saudi Arabia’.114 Such a development was remarkable in a state which 
has such a strict institutionalised Salafi  ulama. Such sessions, however, were 
little more than ‘hollow debating societies’, in the words of one reformer, 
as they did not infl uence the Salafi  religious establishment.115 By the end of 
2006, the regime was doing little to rescind or counter anti-Shia fatawa that 
were being issued by popular Salafi  clerics. 

Certainly, 

despite King Abdullah’s overtures to the Shias at a national level, the regime 
has consistently pursued what one interviewee termed a ‘shut-eye policy’ on 
anti-Shia abuse at the local level – tolerating or not cracking down suffi  ciently 
on instances of discrimination. Th e opening of offi  cial channels for reform 
was seen as a ploy to keep the Shias engaged in ‘talking’, rather than ‘acting’.116 

Another important by-product of Saudi–Iran tensions has been the fraying 
of reform cooperation among Sunni and Shia activists inside Saudi Arabia.117 
Also, Salafi  clerics within Saudi Arabia, both inside and outside the religious 
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bureaucracy, have pressured the government to take anti-Shia positions 
regarding Iran.118 

In one sign of progress, in early 2013, the Saudi Interior Ministry instructed 
the media ‘to avoid singling out Saudi Shias when discussing political issues 
involving Iran and Syria’.119 Furthermore, the appointments of Prince Saud 
bin Nayef as governor of the Eastern Province and Khaled al-Sufayan as gov-
ernor of the Qatif subregion ‘were also welcomed by Shia community leaders 
who have acted as a conduit for dialogue with the authorities’.120 However, no 
formal talks have been scheduled between Shia leaders and the government 
since 2011.121 As for the domestic environment of Iran, rhetoric has been less 
extreme. Certainly, 

political and religious elites have by and large displayed no interest in fuelling 
the fl ames of sectarianism, despite Iran’s considerable fi nancial and military 
support for the Assad regime. Indeed, no major cleric in Qom has issued any 
fatwa authorizing travel to Syria for jihad.122

Anti-Shia sentiment in the Gulf often centres on the issue of whether Shias 
are loyal to their nation or to external maraja‘ al-taqlid – literally, ‘sources of 
emulation’ – senior clerics who exert infl uence over Shia social, cultural and, 
in the case of Iran, political aff airs. Because these fi gures reside in Iran, Iraq 
and Lebanon, Saudi Salafi s often accuse Shias in that country of acting as a 
fi fth column for Iran.123 In eff orts to enhance national bona fi des, some Shia 
scholars have advocated for the establishment of a Saudi-based hawza (semi-
nary) to train Shia clerics, with the aim of creating an indigenous marja‘.124 
Such a move could ‘expedite the national integration of Shias and remove 
any basis for accusing them of loyalty to foreign authority’.125 Nonetheless, 
some Shias oppose such a measure, contending that the authority of the marja‘ 
should be reduced as a means of fuelling national integration and reforming 
Shiism more broadly.126 

Since 2003, the Wahhabi view of Shiasm as being outside Islam has found 
resonance beyond the borders of Saudi Arabia. Accompanying this devel-
opment has been a shift in the language often used to refer to Shias: long 
labeled ‘ajam (non-Arab, Persian) to indicate their ‘outsider’ status, they are 
now being described as raafi da, or rejectionists.127
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Despite the fact that sectarian diff erences complicate the Iranian–Saudi 
relationship, for each, ‘ideology and religion have a certain instrumental-
ity and utility – regimes in Tehran and Riyadh can emphasize, highlight, or 
minimize diff erences to serve broader geopolitical aims.’128 Th e actions of 
these two states, however, undoubtedly have an ‘echo eff ect’ on the rest of the 
region, often fuelling purely sectarian confl ict.129 
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2
Confl ict Issues

Security

Security is at the core of the confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia. 
Each party believes its actions towards the other are necessary to 

guarantee its own security needs. Security in this context is realised as a 
zero-sum outcome, where the advancement of the security of one party is 
perceived to be at the expense of the other. A clear clash of security inter-
ests has resulted in the Iranian–Saudi confl ict entering a vicious cycle of 
escalatory actions and reactions in an example of what international rela-
tions scholars have dubbed a security dilemma. A security dilemma can be 
conceptualised as 

one side, fearing attack, ramps up defense spending or supports a regional 
proxy in order to guard against a perceived threat. Th e other side sees that 
as threatening – what if they’re planning to attack? – and feels compelled to 
respond in kind. Th is creates a self-sustaining cycle in which both countries 
take actions that are designed to make their country more secure, but end 
up scaring the other side and thus raising both the chances and the potential 
severity of confl ict.1 

Historical examples of security dilemmas include Europe prior to World War 
I, the US–Soviet Cold War, and now what many scholars refer to as the ‘new 
Middle East cold war’2 or a ‘new Arab cold war’.3 However, Curtis Ryan 
adds another dimension to understanding security in Middle East politics 
by making the argument that ‘regime security remains the key driver of alli-
ance politics in the Middle East’,4 unlike what some traditional international 
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relations theory tries to explain in terms of system-structure, anarchy and 
external threats.5

Th e Saudi perspective

Saudi Arabia has many reasons to believe that Iran’s foreign policy towards 
the Gulf region represents a serious security threat. Indeed, Iranian policies, 
as seen by Riyadh, target not only the Gulf region and its regimes but also the 
entire Arab world. Saudi Arabia fi rmly believes that Iran’s approach toward 
the region is hegemonic, expansionist and aggressive, and that the only way 
to stop it is by confronting, not accommodating, Iran’s actions. Saudi Arabia’s 
perception of Iranian aggression is not entirely baseless, as a number of indi-
cators over the last few decades have clearly shown that Iran is deliberately 
trying to expand its infl uence in, and control of, the region.

Shortly after the 1979 revolution toppled the Shah’s regime in Tehran, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran’s fi rst Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, declared, ‘We shall export our revolution to the whole world.’ As 
for Gulf rulers who refused to submit to the revolution, they would be ‘put 
to the sword and dispatched to hell’.6 Th is revolution ‘invigorated the shat-
tered spirit of the Shias in Saudi Arabia as well as the Shias elsewhere in the 
Muslim world’7 and, with the combination of other factors, Shia Muslims 
started to pose a ‘serious challenge for Riyadh’.8 Almost four decades later, 
the fear of Iran ‘exporting the revolution’ still infl uences the foreign policies 
of Saudi Arabia and its Gulf neighbours, especially in how they read and 
respond to Iran. It signifi cantly underlines Saudi Arabia’s perception of being 
under threat from Tehran. At this point, it does not matter whether Iran is 
genuinely seeking to export its revolution – as long as there is no Iranian 
statement that is equivalent in weight to counter it, that stated ambition will 
always remain a hindrance to rapprochement between the two countries. For 
Saudi Arabia, ‘exporting the revolution’ is a point of reference when trying to 
make sense of its relationship with Iran, which always leads to viewing it as a 
signifi cant security threat.

Iranian actions on the ground have proved that the notion of ‘export-
ing the revolution’ is not just rhetorical. In the years following its revolu-
tion, Iran backed a coup attempt in Bahrain in 1981, bombings in Kuwait 
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in 1983 (including an attempted assassination of the country’s emir in 
1985), anti-Saudi demonstrations during the hajj, and other actions tar-
geting Gulf regimes.9 Furthermore, Iran has long been implicated in the 
1996 Khobar Towers bombing in Saudi Arabia and was ultimately found 
liable by a US court.10 Th e attack represented a blunt violation of Saudi 
territory and security and is always cited by Saudis as evidence of the 
threat Iran poses to the Gulf region. More recently, Iran has been accused 
of spying in Kuwait and possibly other Gulf states, making the threat 
Iran continues to pose to the region’s security that much more credible 
and urgent.11

In recent years, especially after the outbreak of the Arab Spring, Iran has 
increased the intensity and frequency of its threats against Saudi Arabia. Th e 
most dangerous escalation, as seen by Saudi Arabia, has concerned the issue 
of ‘encirclement’. Th at is, Saudi Arabia views Iran as using both its political 
and military infl uence to nearly complete a circle around it, raising Riyadh’s 
security threat alert to probably its highest level in recent history. Figure 2.1 
shows where Iran has an established infl uence in countries around Saudi 
Arabia supported by armed militias. 

To the Kingdom’s east, Iran controls the entire eastern region of the 
Gulf and the Strait of Hormuz. To the north, there is an Iran-friendly Iraqi 
government and even Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) units 
roaming diff erent parts of the country. Qassem Suleimani, the head of the 
IRGC’s elite Quds Force, served as a military advisor to the Iraqi govern-
ment. To the northwest, Syria and Lebanon have the strongest Iranian 
political and military presence outside the Islamic Republic’s borders. As 
previously noted, the Iran-backed Houthi militia lurks on Saudi Arabia’s 
southern border, from where it has launched a number of ballistic mis-
siles toward Saudi cities, airports, and vital targets like oil facilities. Just 
before the Saudi-led coalition’s war in Yemen started in March 2015, the 
Houthis were performing military exercises along the border. Lastly, to the 
Kingdom’s west, there is an Egyptian regime under Abdel-Fattah el-Sisi, 
who has occasionally fl irted with Iran to blackmail Saudi Arabia for more 
money. Egypt has even welcomed the top-ranking security offi  cial of the 
Assad regime – Iran’s primary ally – to Cairo, purportedly to coordinate 
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counterterrorism eff orts.13 With the presence of regimes and militias that 
are loyal to Iran all around it, including on its borders, Saudi Arabia feels 
that it has no choice but to treat the situation as a planned and aggressive 
Iranian policy targeting not only Saudi Arabia, but the whole Gulf region 
– if not the entire Sunni Arab world.

In addition to ‘actual infl uence’ exerted by Iran, there are also areas with 
a ‘perceived infl uence’ of Iranian threat around Saudi Arabia’s borders. Th e 
combination of actual and perceived infl uence seriously raises Saudi concerns 
about its own security and the source of the threat, Iran. Figure 2.2 shows  the 
perceived threat of Iranian infl uence to Saudi borders.

 In the two countries’ attempt to balance their geopolitical relations, both 
Oman and Qatar have been historically viewed by Saudi Arabia as enjoying 
‘close ties’ with Iran. Riyadh mentions this reason for the 2017 Qatari crisis 
with Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt. Such a perceived infl uence 
would always be an area of concern for Saudi Arabia in any possible future 
confrontation with Iran. Th ough Bahrain has historically showed fi rm sup-
port for Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy, the fact that the country has a signifi cant 
Shia presence among its citizens causes concern for Saudi Arabia with regard 
to their relationship with Iran. In addition, Iran has made statements in the 
past claiming ownership of the Bahrain Islands.15 Lastly, a Shia presence in the 
eastern part of Saudi Arabia (particularly in the Qatif area)16 also contributes 
to Riyadh’s perception of Iranian infl uence. It should be noted that the execu-
tion in 2016 of a Shia cleric, Nimr al-Nimr – who comes from this area – sub-
sequently led to the severance of diplomatic relations between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, as crowds attacked and burned the Saudi embassy in Tehran.

However, the most alarming threat to Saudi Arabia’s security is the Ira-
nian model of spreading armed militias loyal to Tehran throughout the 
region. Most notably, Iran was successful in building Hezbollah, the pow-
erful Shia militia in Lebanon, and has attempted to replicate that model 
in a number of Arab countries, especially those surrounding Saudi Arabia. 
Th ese militias are seen by Saudi Arabia as threatening, destabilising forces 
that, through their activities from Lebanon to Syria, to Iraq and to Yemen, 
threaten regional (and Saudi) security. In fact, these militias cannot be 
underestimated as with time they have grown in power and numbers, with 
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more than fi fty Shia militias now in Iraq alone.17 In September 2016, Hadi 
Al-Ameri,18 the leader of the powerful Shia Badr organisation, stated that 
the umbrella group of militias known as the Popular Mobilization Force (or 
Hashid al-Shaabi) is the most powerful force in Iraq, implying that it is even 
stronger than the country’s army.19

Th e threat posed by Iran goes beyond its ability to destabilise neighbour-
ing countries through militias to directly targeting regimes, particularly those 
of Gulf states, including Saudi Arabia. Khomeini made statements explicitly 
aimed at delegitimising the rule of Gulf regimes, which were seen as a call 
to topple them. As William Quandt explains, the 1979 Islamic revolution 
‘brought to power a man who had explicitly argued that Islam and hered-
itary kingship were incompatible, a threatening message, to say the least, 
in Riyadh’.20 In response, Saudi Arabia and the other Gulf monarchies in 
1981 formed the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), an organisation initially 
designed to counter and contain Iranian infl uence.21

Khomeini’s successor, Ali Khamenei, has also launched rhetorical attacks 
against the Saudi regime, most recently to delegitimise its role in managing 
Islam’s holiest sites. In 2016, he accused Saudi Arabia of being a ‘small and 
puny Satan’, adding that ‘the world of Islam, including Muslim governments 
and peoples, must familiarize themselves with the Saudi rulers and correctly 
understand their blasphemous, faithless, dependent and materialistic nature’. 
He added, ‘Because of these rulers’ oppressive behavior towards God’s guests, 
the world of Islam must fundamentally reconsider the management of the 
two holy places and the issue of hajj.’22 Th e content of this attack, as well as 
the fact that it was delivered by Iran’s Supreme Leader, makes it clear that 
Iran wants to delegitimise the Saudi regime, and perhaps eventually change 
it. In fact, as Khamenei’s comments were directed to the Islamic world, his 
attack could also be seen as calling for all Muslims to revolt against the Saudi 
regime’s custodianship of Mecca and Medina. No matter what such state-
ments really mean, it is signifi cant in itself that they are perceived to present 
serious threats to the survival of the Saudi regime, threats that Saudi Arabia 
of course vows to resist. In this particular case, Saudi Arabia’s Grand Mufti 
Sheikh Abdulaziz Al-Sheikh responded to Khamenei’s attack with a state-
ment declaring that Iranians are ‘not Muslims’.23
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In this context, a Saudi offi  cial explained that the only way for Saudi 
Arabia to stop treating Iran as a serious security threat, is for 

Iran to change its behaviour towards the Gulf, which has always been aggres-
sive. Saudi Arabia wants Iran to stop its intervention in the Gulf region, and 
particularly to refrain from creating armed Shia militias as in Yemen and Iraq. 
In addition, Iran should end its recruitment of students as spies in the Gulf and 
its funding of attacks similar to Khobar in 1996. Finally, stop talking on behalf 
of Shias in the Gulf who are citizens of their own countries, not Iranian citizens. 
Th at is when Iran will cease to be a security threat to the Gulf region.24

Th e Iranian perspective

Security is also the major driver of Iran’s foreign policy. Hassan Ahmadian, 
an adjunct professor at the University of Tehran and a senior research fellow 
at the Center for Strategic Research, explains that Iran bases its foreign policy 
on four major threats to its national security: the United States, Israel, the 
global system, and instability in neighbouring countries.25

Th ere seems to be agreement among scholars of Iran and the Gulf that Iran 
treats the United States as a major threat to its national security. Regardless 
of American intentions, Iran believes that US foreign policy can cause seri-
ous damage to Iran’s security. Accordingly, Iran has chosen to form its foreign 
policy to respond to this threat, including by destabilising the Gulf, as it is 
home to the United States’ primary allies in the Middle East.

Interestingly, much like Saudi Arabia, Iran fears encirclement. As Ali Vaez, 
Senior Iran Analyst at the International Crisis Group, describes, 

Since the 1979 revolution, Iran has viewed itself as encircled by the United 
States, inferior in conventional military capability to most of its neighbours 
and excluded from the region’s security architecture. To defend itself, it has 
relied on its so called forward defence policy, which is based on deterring 
its enemies from attacking it through employing proxies on their borders. 
As long as the above-mentioned conditions remain unaltered, so will Iran’s 
regional policies.26

Figure 2.3 shows the ‘encirclement’ of Iran by American military bases. Th ese 
are air force, naval and army bases, aircraft carriers and radar facilities spread 
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in neighbouring countries like Iraq, Bahrain, Qatar and Afghanistan. Being 
surrounded by all these military installations leaves Iran feeling nervous, 
vulnerable and exposed to American attacks at any time. 

Steven Wright, a Gulf scholar at Hamad Bin Khalifa University in Doha, 
agrees that the American threat serves as a major mechanism driving Iran’s 
foreign policy in the region. In particular, he points out that there are Amer-
ican bases in almost every country adjacent to Iran, such as Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Bahrain, Qatar, and others.28 Indeed, the full list of nations within or 
near the Middle East where the United States maintains a military presence 
also includes Saudi Arabia itself, the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Oman, 
Kuwait, Turkey, Pakistan, Jordan, Israel and Djibouti.29 Referring to the 
American presence in the Gulf, an Iranian scholar noted, ‘Our neighbours 
always bring outsiders to the region and they present a serious security threat 
to our country.’30 A scholar from the Arab Gulf responded by invoking Iran’s 
seizure in 1971 of Abu Musa, Greater Tunb and Lesser Tunb, islands over 
which the UAE claims sovereignty. He said, 

I don’t want to bring foreign powers to the region. Th e Brits colonised this 
region and I don’t want them back. But when the Iranian Shah took three 
islands by force he did not consult anyone. Today, Iran refuses to solve it by 
arbitration or other forms of intervention or even talk about it.31

However, Iran sees Saudi Arabia taking an active role in advancing the 
threat to Iran’s security through its alliance with the United States. Seyed 
Hossein Mousavian, Head of the Foreign Relations Committee of Iran’s 
National Security Council (1997–2005), argues that Saudi Arabia has 
always posed a security threat to Iran, fi rst by supporting Saddam Hussein 
in his war against Iran (1980–8), and later by encouraging the United States 
‘to cut off  the head of the snake’, referring to Iran, as per the Wikileaks 
documents.32

More broadly, the United States being a threat to Iran means that the 
international order itself is biased against Iran and its values, given that this 
system is controlled by the United States. On this level, Iran is concerned 
about its own values and the need to maintain them in an age of globalisa-
tion. In other words, Iran aims not just to protect itself against a possible 
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attack by the United States, but also proactively engages in building regional 
and international coalitions – including by expanding its infl uence in Arab 
countries even if it clashes with Saudi interests – to counter external infl uence 
on the region.

Th e threat from Israel also reinforces security as a core driver of Iran’s 
foreign policy in the region. Mehran Kamrava, Director of the Center for 
Regional and International Studies at Georgetown University School of For-
eign Service in Qatar, argues that Iran’s security concerns and fear of an Israeli 
attack has a major role in infl uencing Iran’s foreign behaviour. Ehud Barak’s 
statement that Israel had come very close to attacking Iran three times in the 
past made Iranians even more convinced that security must be a priority.33 
On the other hand, Steven Wright places less importance on Israel as a source 
of threat to Iran’s security because Iran knows that Israel cannot attack with-
out full American backing, lessening the need for concern.34

Since Iran considers itself to be under threat from the United States, Israel, 
and even the international system, it believes the best way to defend itself is 
by building coalitions in the region and expanding its infl uence. According 
to Professor Ahmadian, ‘Iran works with international players like Russia and 
China to counter America and weaken the basis of the international order 
that America leads.’35 

Th e challenge for the Middle East in this context comes when Iran’s 
building of coalitions and establishment of allied militias clash with Saudi 
Arabia’s perceived security needs. While Iran tries to establish and support 
militias in a number of Arab countries, purportedly to counter American 
infl uence and deter the Israeli threat, it simultaneously encroaches on the 
security of Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries, especially when Iran’s 
allies happen to encircle Saudi Arabia. In fact, the situation can be seen 
as an example of a challenge to the basic human needs theory in confl ict 
resolution, where both confl ict parties have basic needs at stake, making 
compromise diffi  cult.

However, Saudis question whether Iran is genuinely facing serious threats 
to its security, arguing that no other country has helped improve Iranian 
security the way the United States has. Specifi cally, the United States gave 
Iran what it could not achieve in eight brutal years of war – the removal of its 
arch rival and gravest threat, Saddam Hussein – without Iran having to fi re 
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one bullet. Th e Americans also removed a hostile regime in Afghanistan, and 
Iran actually cooperated in both cases. More recently, Iran and the United 
States have found themselves on the same side of the campaign against the 
Islamic State. Indeed, in May 2015, Qassem Suleimani was fi ghting ISIS on 
the ground alongside the Iraqi army outside Fallujah while US fi ghter jets 
were attacking the extremists from the air. 

Th e fi ght against Sunni extremists like ISIS, Al-Qaida and other groups 
represents another major clash between Iranian and Saudi security agendas. 
Mahjoob Zweiri, an Iran scholar at Qatar University, explains that Iran builds 
its security strategy to fi ght outside its borders so that they do not have to fi ght 
inside: ‘they learned the lessons of the Iraq–Iran war in 1980 when Saddam 
took about 105 kilometers of their land’.36 Iran considers the spread of Sunni 
extremist groups, not unreasonably, to be a direct threat to its own security. 
In attempting to counter that threat, Iran undermines the political objec-
tives of Iraq Sunni communities that do not necessarily support extremist 
groups, but very clearly oppose the Iran-backed government in Baghdad. Th ese 
Sunni communities are close allies of Saudi Arabia, which attempts to counter 
Iranian infl uence through them. What makes this aspect of the security situa-
tion even more complicated is that Iran considers Saudi Arabia to be a supporter 
of Sunni extremist groups, if not directly then at least through its ideology 
of Wahhabism that provides guidance for violent extremism like Al-Qaida37 
in the region and against Iran – something that Saudi Arabia denies.

Th e nuclear deal

Since the American invasion of Iraq in 2003, no factor has exacerbated the 
security crisis between Iran and Saudi Arabia more than the signing of the   
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), or nuclear deal between Iran 
and the P5+1 (United States, Russia, China, France, United Kingdom, plus 
Germany) in 2015.38 Th e deal pushed the Iranian–Saudi confl ict across a new 
threshold, moving it from a stage of proxies battling in Syria and Iraq to direct 
– though not armed – confrontation between Riyadh and Tehran. Th e signing 
of the nuclear deal by the Obama administration in particular signalled to the 
Saudis that they had been betrayed by their traditional security guarantor the 
United States, and that they then had to take matters into their own hands 
when it came to standing up against ‘Iran’s intervention’ in the region.
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Th ere have been a number of statements by Saudi offi  cials and opinion 
leaders asserting that they are not concerned by the nature of the deal itself 
but instead are worried about Iran’s foreign policy behaviour after the deal, 
especially towards the Arab region. Th e fi rst reaction to the announcement of 
the deal between Iran and the P5+1 came from Saudi Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir, who is known for his hawkish positions on Iran. Jubeir said, ‘Iran 
should use this agreement to improve the situation inside Iran and should not 
try to use it for “adventurism” in the region.’39 Furthermore, infl uential Saudi 
opinion leader, Jamal Khashoggi explained, ‘We are not against a deal that 
addresses Iran’s nuclear activities; we are concerned about the fact that this 
will allow Iran to increase its meddling in its neighbours’ internal aff airs.’40

However, a number of factors explain Saudi anger about the deal with 
Iran. First, the West managed the entire negotiation process without involv-
ing Saudi Arabia, a neighbouring and primary rival of Iran, whose national 
security is at stake regardless of the negotiations’ results; to make matters 
worse, neighbouring Oman, not traditionally aligned with the rest of the 
GCC, was involved in the process. Second, the negotiations and the deal 
itself completely ignored Iran’s foreign policy behaviour, including its history 
of meddling in the internal aff airs of Gulf states. In other words, Saudi Arabia 
saw the deal as giving Iran free reign to continue intervening in the region, 
including within Gulf states, America’s traditional security allies. Th ird, given 
Saudi reliance on the United States as its primary security guarantor and 
provider of military equipment, Washington’s signing of the deal was seen 
as a blunt betrayal, which left Saudi Arabia feeling abandoned and vulner-
able. Fourth, this was not the fi rst time that the West had made a deal with 
Iran and its allies, as a similar deal had been made with the Assad regime – 
Iran’s ally – after its alleged use of chemical weapons against Syrian civilians. 
Th at agreement led the regime to surrender its chemical weapons programme 
in return for a free hand to crush the Syrian opposition, including Saudi-
linked militias. Indeed, Saudi Arabia’s primary concern with the nuclear deal 
stemmed from its assumption that if Iran was funding proxies in three civil 
wars – in Syria, Iraq and Yemen – while under sanctions, then one could only 
imagine what it would do once sanctions were lifted and billions of dollars in 
frozen assets released. Ultimately, for Saudi Arabia, Iran was given both a free 
hand to meddle and the resources to do so on a greater scale, which would 
only result in the region being destabilised even further.
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Experts on the Gulf and Iran agree in general that the nuclear deal added 
signifi cant tension to the complex Iranian–Saudi relations and exacerbated 
the security crisis in the Middle East. Vali Nasr argues, 

Th e nuclear deal only added fuel to the fi re. Saudi Arabia interpreted the 
agreement as an American tilt toward Iran – one that would not only bring 
gains to Tehran, but also to the Shia side of the ledger in the Middle East. 
Hence Sunnis have had to redouble their eff orts to block Shia gains. Saudi 
Arabia’s foreign policy has become more confrontational since the Iran 
nuclear deal, emphasizing the sectarian divide.41

Marc Lynch notes that the nuclear deal produced added instability in the region 
and argues specifi cally that sectarian tension would worsen. He suggests, 

Saudi Arabia views Iran’s reintegration into the international order and 
its evolving relationship with Washington as a profound threat to its own 
regional position. Mobilizing anti-Shia sectarianism is a familiar move in its 
eff ort to sustain Iranian containment and isolation.42

Alex Vatanka, an Iran expert at the Middle East Institute in Washington, 
DC, holds that the increased tensions could have been avoided if the Obama 
administration had taken a diff erent approach to the nuclear deal. Asked 
about the Gulf states’ frustration over the Obama administration not includ-
ing their interests in the nuclear negotiations, he said the United States could 
have linked Iran’s foreign policy in the region to the nuclear issue, but chose 
not to do so.43 Steven Wright agrees that the Obama administration has 
played a destructive role in the Iranian–Saudi confl ict by putting contain-
ment on the shelf and instead starting to reconcile with Iran while not involv-
ing Saudi Arabia in this process, raising Saudi suspicions about the deal and 
possible changes to overall security arrangements in the Gulf. Wright thus 
views the United States’ decision to keep Saudi Arabia out of the negotiations 
as a major mistake.44

Th e increased tensions resulting from the nuclear deal immediately trans-
lated into action as Saudi Arabia took a number of escalatory measures the 
year after it was signed. Feeling betrayed by the United States, its traditional 
security ally, Saudi Arabia in turn adopted a strategy of confrontation with 
Iran to counter its ‘meddling’. In his fi rst year in power, King Salman put 
together three coalitions, all independent of the United States. First came 
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a coalition of ten Arab countries in March 2015 to undertake Operation 
Decisive Storm in Yemen against the Houthis and forces loyal to Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh.45 Next, in mid-December 2015, Saudi Arabia established a mili-
tary alliance, made up of thirty-four predominantly Muslim countries, to 
fi ght terrorism.46 Th is group notably excluded Iran, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, 
leading some analysts to call it a ‘Sunni Coalition’ as it seemed to refl ect the 
sectarian division within the Muslim world. Th ird came the announcement, 
on 29 December 2015, that Saudi Arabia and Turkey were planning ‘to create 
a “strategic cooperation council” to strengthen military, economic and invest-
ment cooperation between the two states’.47

Th is third announcement came only days before the Saudis took a diff er-
ent sort of escalatory step: the execution of Sheikh Nimr al-Nimr, the activist 
Shia cleric who was known for his harsh criticism of the Saudi regime. Th e 
Saudi government executed Sheikh al-Nimr both to spite Iran, which had 
taken up his cause, and to signal to the Obama administration, which had 
pressured Riyadh not to execute al-Nimr, that it was willing and able to act 
independently. Hussein Ibish, a Gulf expert at the Arab Gulf States Institute 
in Washington, DC, suggests that Saudi Arabia was actually sending three 
messages: fi rst, it was demonstrating to the Iranians that it did not fear their 
threats and was willing to do whatever was necessary to counter them. Sec-
ond, Riyadh was informing the Obama administration that it did not trust 
them and thus would act independently. Th ird, the execution was intended 
to smother any domestic discussion about the line of succession and was a 
warning to any Al-Qaida elements.48 

With the arrival of the Trump administration and its aggressive criti-
cism of the nuclear deal, the relationship between Washington and Riyadh 
returned to its traditional status of a strong alliance. Th e trust between the 
two parties was regained at the Riyadh summit in May 2017, Trump’s fi rst 
state visit of his presidency, and since that time they have essentially had one 
voice of escalation against Tehran. It is important to note here that this coali-
tion has signifi cantly deepened the security crisis between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, as Tehran has become more convinced than ever of the security dan-
ger the Saudi regime – through its alliance with the United States – presents 
to its national security. If there had been a chance for the security crisis 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia to be resolved during the Obama administra-
tion – despite Saudi frustration – the Trump administration has now made 
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that virtually impossible, especially after Trump’s offi  cial withdrawal from 
the nuclear deal agreement in May 2018.

Sectarianism

Lawrence G. Potter defi nes sectarianism in a neutral way, explaining that ‘it 
goes back to the idea of a sect, a group with distinctive religious, political, 
or philosophical beliefs’.49 Sectarianism often has a ‘negative connotation, 
denoting that a group sets itself off  from society and thereby raises tensions’.50 
Notably, Fanar Haddad contends that the negativity most often associated 
with the term sectarianism is ‘neither helpful nor is it accurate’.51  He there-
fore aptly divides sectarianism into three broad categories: assertive, passive 
and banal. First, assertive sectarianism occurs when members of the other 
sect are largely absent, as opposed to what is the case for aggressive sectarian-
ism, a subtype of this; the diff erence between these two types of sectarianism 
lies in whether displays of sectarian identity are pejorative (aggressive) or not 
(passive). Second, passive sectarianism involves members of a sect not shying 
away from asserting their sectarian identity if the occasion requires it, yet they 
must be induced to do so through provocation or through religious obliga-
tions. A contrasting subtype is apologetic sectarianism, when a person feels 
uncomfortable displaying sectarian symbols at any time. Th ird, banal sectari-
anism is devoid of any active dynamics and restricts itself to the background 
of one’s conception of self.

Other complex defi nitions of the term sectarianism take into account the 
political realities which give rise to sectarian tendencies. Sectarianism, depend-
ing on political context, can be described as ‘a neologism born in the age of 
nationalism to signify the antithesis of nation; its meaning is predicated on 
and constructed against a territorially-bounded liberal nation-state’.52 Such a 
concept is particularly useful in the Middle East, where sectarian diff erences 
predated the establishment of nation-states. Th e cases of Iraq and Lebanon are 
particularly instructive in this description. Azmi Bishara takes the argument a 
step further to introduce what he calls the ‘imagined sects’. Accordingly, it is 

the perception of dependence on religion or doctrine in association with mil-
lions of people, who do not know each other, have never formed a group or 
felt a belonging to a major social and religious group based on a common 
past of narratives, stories and legends, and consequent practices and limited 
understanding of legitimacy’.53
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Darwich and Fakhoury explain the debate between two approaches to the 
understanding of the relationship between sectarianism and confl ict, primor-
dial versus instrumental. Accordingly, 

primordial approaches presume that sectarian identities, assumed to be natu-
ral, are the main driver of confl ict. Th ey consider primordial loyalties – such 
as sect and ethnicity – to be endemic, and the ensuing confl icts inevitable. 
On the other hand, the instrumental approach emphasizes the role of power 
politics, alliances and material structures. It explains confl icts as being driven 
by regional rivalries and the exigencies of balance-of-power dynamics, view-
ing sectarian identities as tools open to manipulation and exploitation by 
political elites.54 

Th e question, therefore, becomes whether sectarianism is inevitable or is a 
product of its institutional environment.

In any region, state weakness or state failure tends to promote ‘recourse 
to identities that do not align with the nation-state, such as sect, ethnicity, or 
tribe, to prove community’.55 In such environments, sectarian confl ict can be 
considered a symptom of political confl ict rather than its cause.56 As Aaron 
Reese explains, 

Left alone, however, it could become a cause of violence as groups strike pre-
emptively against perceived threats to their communities or pursue revenge. 
Further violence then creates a vicious cycle of state weakness and perceived 
illegitimacy, which continues to lead citizens to feel less secure and to identify 
more with sub- and trans-national groups.57 

Th e creation of an ‘us versus them’ rhetoric often emerges in such situations, 
further threatening the unity of nation-states and promoting the rise of sec-
tarian identities.58

Because sectarianism often emerges in spaces where national identities are 
weaker than religious affi  liations, the Middle East, as a region traditionally 
known for weak or ineff ective governance, is rife with such confl ict. Th ough 
most often associated with the Sunni–Shia division, it is important to note, 
however, that sectarianism does not solely concern religious diff erences. Fanar 
Haddad, for example, views sectarian groups in Iraq as ‘competing subna-
tional mass-group identities. As such, the dynamics are in essence very simi-
lar to other such competing groups, be they racial, national, ethnic, or even 
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ideological.’ Sectarian identities, like ethnic ones, are constantly changing and 
being renegotiated.59

Nonetheless, the primary sectarian clash in the Arab and Muslim context 
remains between Shia and Sunni sects of Islam. Notably, ‘[t]he doctrinal 
split between the Sunni and Shi‘a is not itself an a priori determinant of 
confl ict or tension’.60 Th e Shia and Sunni are not in themselves monolithic 
or homogeneous groups in the slightest and may be divided into a variety of 
social, economic and political categories.61 

Despite this complexity, Shia–Sunni sectarianism has taken on political 
importance at diff erent times in the Arab and Muslim context. As Frederic 
Wehrey points out, ‘At various points in history . . . sectarian identity has 
assumed greater prominence. Political elites have instrumentalized it, and ordi-
nary citizens have defi ned themselves by it to the exclusion of other affi  nities.’62

In the Arab and Muslim context, Fanar Haddad contends that sectarian-
ism has been driven by four primary factors: external infl uence, economic 
competition, competing myth-symbol complexes and contested cultural 
ownership of the nation.63 Notably, then, states, either foreign or local, appear 
to infl uence the degree to which sectarian divisions matter in a given politi-
cal context, yet these divisions must be in place initially to be re-activated. 
Haddad explains: ‘State policy and offi  cially sanctioned discrimination 
undoubtedly exacerbate sectarian tensions; however, more often than not, 
the state can only amplify extant fi ssures and tendencies and is unlikely to be 
able to create new ones overnight.’64 Certainly, regimes in the Middle East 
have used sectarian claims to bolster their own positions among domestic 
and regional populations, while in the cases of Syria and Iraq, rulers have 
used associations with particular sects to ensure they have a reliable band of 
supporters.65 Nonetheless, these rulers did not by any means create sectarian 
divisions but certainly have helped to reproduce and instrumentalise them.

Despite the state’s ability to manipulate sectarian divisions at times, 
state weakness has also been cited as a primary driver of sectarianism in the 
Arab and Middle East context. Sectarianism, like other sub-national tribal 
or regional ascriptive identities, tends to increase as the power of the state 
decreases.66 Certainly, ‘[w]hen the state is unable to provide basic security 
and services for its citizens, they have to look to those communities that will 
protect them and in which they feel safe’.67 Th e cases of Lebanon, Libya and 
Yemen in particular prove the validity of this claim.
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Sectarianism in the confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia

Th e scholarly community remains polarised over the degree to which sectari-
anism motivates various confl icts in the Middle East. In particular, there is an 
unresolved debate among scholars specialising in Middle Eastern studies over 
whether the Iranian–Saudi cold war has been caused by sectarianism (and 
thus is primordial) or if the rivalry goes beyond religious animosity (and is 
therefore merely instrumental). While some argue that sectarianism represents 
the driving mechanism of many Middle East confl icts today, including the 
Iranian–Saudi confl ict, others see it simply as a tool that has been conveniently 
used by both parties to advance their political agendas.

Th is chapter argues that Sunni–Shia sectarianism has not recently played a 
causal role in today’s Middle East confl icts, and in particular the one between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia. Rather, that rivalry is driven by factors like geopolitics, 
leadership and security needs. Nonetheless, the politicisation of sectarianism by 
both parties to mobilise support for their political agendas has served as a rein-
forcing mechanism for Iranian–Saudi animosity, thus causing further confl ict 
escalation. In this case, sectarianism is a means rather than a cause of the rivalry. 
Indeed, the extensive and varied use of sectarianism by both governments, main-
stream and social media, clergy, and even think tanks on both sides has turned 
sectarianism into a cause for further escalation of the confl ict. Such escalation 
can be seen in Syria, Yemen, Iraq and Lebanon. It should also be mentioned that 
factors external to Iran and Saudi Arabia have contributed to the politicisation 
of sectarianism and its role in intensifying their confl ict, including the American 
invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the Arab Spring in 2011, among others. 

External players in this confl ict, like Western policymakers, have contrib-
uted to the primordial versus instrumental debate when it comes to explain-
ing causes of the Iran–Saudi confl ict. Th ey have generally viewed the nature 
of the tension between Iran and Saudi Arabia as a primordial confl ict driven 
by ancient religious diff erences and rivalry between Sunni and Shia Muslims. 
Th is belief is widespread, especially within the policy and media communi-
ties. In addition to the fact that many policymakers and journalists believe 
it is a sectarian confl ict, each group has reason to cling to that belief. Poli-
cymakers would like to attribute the causes of the tension to factors internal 
to the rival states themselves, so they can neither be blamed for contributing 
to its escalation nor be expected to do something to contain it. If ‘they’ are 
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fi ghting among ‘themselves’, there is little ‘we’ can do about it. In this regard, 
Paul Dixon warns of the ‘sectarian narrative’68 becoming a mechanism to 
explain confl icts and blame the other. Sectarianism is a derogatory term used 
to describe the ‘other’ rather than ‘us’.69  It is ‘associated with narratives that 
emphasize the role of religion and sectarianism, rather than say politics, in 
explaining current confl icts in the Middle East’.70

President Obama’s assertion in his 2016 State of the Union address that 
the region’s confl icts ‘date back millennia’ is perhaps the clearest example of 
the preference of Western policymakers to view Middle East tensions as being 
caused by an ancient and unavoidable sectarianism. For Western journalists 
and media organisations, presenting tensions as essentially sectarian is also 
tempting, as it helps them produce reports that are simple for average readers 
to understand and absorb. Delving into the complexities of the Middle East’s 
confl icts is a much tougher task than simply explaining confl icts by stating 
that Sunnis are on one side and Shias on the other. However, this oversimplifi -
cation in explaining confl icts as resulting from Sunni–Shia tensions never does 
justice to understanding the real causes of the confl icts and obscures the need 
to formulate suitable strategies to deal with them.

Sectarianism defi ning politics

Th e argument that sectarianism plays a causal role in the Iran–Saudi confl ict 
and the politics of the Middle East is well presented by scholars like Vali Nasr. 
He sees sectarianism as ‘an age-old source that has fl ared up from time to time 
to mold Islamic history, theology, law, and politics’.71 He adds, ‘it has been far 
more important in shaping the Middle East than many realize or acknowl-
edge . . . Th e overall Sunni–Shia confl ict will play a large role in defi ning the 
Middle East as a whole and shaping its relations with the outside world.’72 
By the same token, Toby Matthiesen argues that the main development of 
the modern era is ‘the transformation of religious group-identities into politi-
cally salient ethno-sectarian identities’.73 Accordingly, sectarian identities, in 
particular of minority Shia populations in the Gulf, ‘have become almost 
like a marker of ethnicity’, and so it follows, in his view, that sectarian con-
fl icts resemble ethnic confl icts in many respects.74 Th us such confl icts are 
‘not just about “religious” beliefs, although for example in Saudi Arabia reli-
gious hatred against non-Wahhabis is an important factor. It is rather religion 
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in its social context that matters.’75 Certainly, since the Iranian revolution, 
Shiism has become increasingly politicised, creating a challenge for Sunni 
political Islam and making politicised strands of Shiism threatening to Sunni 
Islamists.76 Sectarianism and geopolitics have therefore become increasingly 
intertwined, in particular between Saudi Arabia and Iran, but also in places 
with mixed Sunni–Shia populations like Bahrain, Iraq and Syria.77

Adding to the political importance of sectarian politics is a general lack of 
eff ective institutions, in particular in the Gulf, outside of the religious sector. 
Certainly,

the region’s unique lack of political institutions or an economic basis for 
class-based politics (due to the rentier economy) makes ethnic and sectarian 
categories the most viable bases for political coordination. Th is means that 
political coalitions in the Gulf will naturally tend to form along these same 
group-based distinctions.78 

In the Gulf environment, where civil society is severely restricted, religion 
provides the most likely venue for political discussion.

Sectarianism, then, provides a motive for confl ict and escalation in the 
context of Iranian and Saudi relations. Shireen Hunter, Research Professor at 
the Center for Muslim-Christian Understanding at Georgetown University 
and a former Iranian diplomat (1966–78) argues, 

Ethnic and sectarian diff erences certainly create a background more condu-
cive to confl ict than friendship between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Because of its 
Wahhabi beliefs Saudi Arabia is more anti-Shia than the other Sunni schools 
such as Hanafi  and even Shafei. Abdul Wahhab was viscerally anti-Shia.79

It is about politics

Th e opposite view to sectarianism playing a causal role suggests that this con-
fl ict is in essence about politics. Anoushiravan Ehteshami rejects the notion 
that the Iran–Saudi rivalry stems from theological and ideological diff erences, 
or from historical rivalry between Arabs, Persians and Ottoman.80 Further-
more, Gregory Gause believes that pitting Sunni against Shia ‘does not do 
justice to the complexities of the new Middle East cold war’.81 He contends 
that sectarianism is in fact the refl ection of political competition in the region, 
rather than its root cause: 
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Riyadh and Tehran are playing a balance of power game. Th ey are using sec-
tarianism in that game, yet their motivations are not centuries-long religious 
disputes but a simple contest for regional infl uence. Neither side publicly 
asserts that they are engaged in a sectarian fi ght – in fact, each blames the 
other for introducing sectarian divisiveness into regional politics. Th at nei-
ther will admit to sectarian motives, even while using sectarianism to build 
patron-client relations, gives some indication of what they think regional 
audiences do and do not want to hear.82

Engaging with sectarian identities has proven useful for Saudi Arabia and 
Iran in mobilising domestic political support, which bolsters their power in 
the region more broadly. Th e fact that Iran and Saudi Arabia have reached 
out to allies outside of their sectarian circle, however, may suggest the super-
fi ciality of sectarianism as a principal cause of confl ict.83 

Baqer Alnajjar, a sociology professor at the University of Bahrain, agrees 
that Riyadh and Tehran’s alliances go beyond sectarian lines. Indeed, he notes 
that Saudi Arabia’s primary allies in Lebanon are the liberal al-Mustaqbal 
party and the predominantly Christian March 14th alliance.84 In Yemen, 
Saudi Arabia supported the Shia Imamate in the 1960s. On the other hand, 
Iran supported the Sunni Hamas in Palestine and Christian Armenia against 
the majority-Shia Azerbaijan. It is a political confl ict, but religion helps to 
mobilise a support base, Alnajjar explains. Valbjorn and Bank concur that 
Iran attempts to gain infl uence in the Arab world ‘by behaving “more Arab 
than the Arabs”, especially when it came to presenting itself as the “real 
defender of the Palestinian cause”, thereby insinuating that the “real enemies” 
of the Arab people are their own regimes’.85 

Fatima al-Smadi, an Iran expert at Al Jazeera Center for Studies in Doha, 
attempts to remove this confusion between sectarianism and politics in Iran’s 
foreign policy by emphasising Iran’s use of ‘political Shiaism’.86 She says that 
Iran’s primary concern is for loyalists who carry its political views regardless 
of whether they believe in Iran’s ‘Velayat-e Faqih’ (Guardianship of the Jurist) 
system of religious governance or not. For example, there are Sunni Afghan 
MPs – whom Iran supports – voting in favour of Iran’s view on the security 
agreement between Afghanistan and the United States in their parliament 
and Iran does not care too much whether those parliamentarians believe in 
Velayat-e Faqih. In its search for power and infl uence, Iran supports not only 
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the Shia but Sunni as well who are willing to support its political views. 
Al-Smadi adds that Iran supports dozens of media institutions including 
Sunni outlets who are now celebrating the Day of Ashura.

Marc Lynch agrees that Middle East confl icts today cannot be explained 
by sectarianism as a driving force. He argues, 

Th e idea of an unending, primordial confl ict between Sunnis and Shias explains 
little about the ebbs and fl ows of regional politics. Th is is not a resurgence of 
a 1,400-year-old confl ict. Sectarianism today is intense, but that is because of 
politics. Th e continuing reverberations of the U.S. occupation of Iraq, the Syr-
ian civil war and the Iranian nuclear deal have far more to do with the current 
spike in sectarianism than some timeless essence of religious diff erence.87

Frederic Wehrey et al. concede that, aside from sectarian sources of confl ict 
between Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shia Iran, some purely political issues drive 
the confl ict. Saudi Arabia’s links to the United States have polarised the two, 
as Iran hopes to lead a rejectionist stand against Western involvement in the 
Middle East and thus become the primary power broker in the region. 

Tehran continues to regard Riyadh as America’s principal local proxy and a buf-
fer against Iran taking what it feels is its rightful place as the region’s preeminent 
power. From its perspective, Saudi Arabia harbors a deep-seated distrust of Iran, 
stemming from the 1979 Revolution and its explicit call for overturning the 
Sunni monarchical order. Yet even before this ideological challenge, Riyadh 
long perceived a stark asymmetry between its own national power and that of 
Iran, in terms of demography, industrial capacity, and military strength.88 

Rather than seeking to diff use obvious tensions between the two major Gulf 
players, the United States has sought to use Saudi Arabia as ‘an “Arab balancer” 
against Iran’.89 Th is strategy has become particularly evident during the Trump 
administration, as Saudi Arabia is instrumental in his policy to deter Iran. 
Relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia thus often refl ect regional changes or 
broader American interests, rather than strictly national concerns.

Politicising sectarianism, escalating confl ict 

While it seems to play a minimal role as a motivator of the Iranian–Saudi 
cold war, the use of sectarianism has undeniably motivated further escalation 

6233_Fraihat.indd   646233_Fraihat.indd   64 20/01/20   3:02 PM20/01/20   3:02 PM



conflict issues | 65

and made the confl ict more resistant to resolution. Th e two parties are not 
motivated by religious belief or ideology, but rather are tapping into these 
religious resources to strengthen their own alliances against each other. Reli-
gious diff erences in Iraq, Yemen, Bahrain, Syria and Lebanon come in very 
handy for Tehran and Riyadh with powerful resources for building alliances 
and potentially prevailing in these places. Simon Mabon notes this diffi  culty 
of separating politics and sectarianism arguing that they actually feed into 
each other. He suggests, that there are ‘two spheres in which Iran and Saudi 
Arabia compete, namely ideological and geopolitical’.90 Th ese two spheres 
played a central role in shaping the rivalry after the 1979 Islamic revolution 
and ‘although they can be viewed as separate entities, feed into each other’. 

Th e politicisation of sectarianism in the Iranian–Saudi context takes dif-
ferent forms. As a fi rst example, Iran has appointed itself as the ‘defender 
of the Shia cause’ worldwide, and with that title comes the role of ‘leader’ 
of the world’s Shias. Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, has mobilised Sun-
nis to curtail what it sees as Shia expansion in the Muslim world. It is not a 
coincidence that Iran has supported Shias in Yemen, specifi cally the Zaydi-
Houthi rebellion. Houthi leaders have received religious, political, fi nancial 
and, some believe, military support from Tehran to build a Shia militia on 
Saudi Arabia’s southern borders. Saudi Arabia, for its part, is alleged to have 
supported a prominent Sunni Salafi  academy in the town of Dammaj, in the 
heart of the Zaydi Shia-dominated province of Saad in northern Yemen, now 
a Houthi stronghold.91

While Saudi Arabia supported the Sunni minority government in Bahrain 
by sending the Peninsula Shield Force to crush its revolution in February 2011, 
Iran has voiced its strong support for its majority Shia population to convert 
Bahrain into a ‘proxy arena of competition between Tehran and Riyadh’.92 
When the latter executed Sheikh Nimr al-Nimr, an outspoken Shia activist 
cleric who openly criticised the Saudi regime, in January 2016, Iran’s Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei and President Hassan Rouhani condemned 
the move, and an Iranian mob attacked the Saudi embassy in Tehran, set-
ting it on fi re. Th e incident led to Saudi Arabia severing diplomatic relations 
with Iran. More recently, when Bahraini authorities stripped top Shia cleric 
Sheikh Isa Qassim of his citizenship in June 2016, General Qassem Suleimani, 
the commander of Iran’s elite Quds Force, warned Bahrain’s leaders that their 
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aggression risked setting the country on fi re.93 Obviously, Iran would not have 
responded in the same manner in either Bahrain or Saudi Arabia if al-Nimr 
and Qassim were not infl uential Shia fi gures. 

As a second example, Iran and Saudi Arabia have used sectarianism to 
reinforce their political positions internally and to gain regime legitimacy. 
Justin Gengler looks at the political economy of sectarianism in the Middle 
East, highlighting the strong ‘incentives that rulers face to cultivate non-eco-
nomic sources of legitimacy in order to maintain the necessary preponder-
ance’.94 Th is dynamic is especially important given the nature of the rentier 
social contract in Saudi Arabia which places pressure on Riyadh to deliver 
economically to its citizens, regardless of international economic circum-
stances. Gengler argues that, 

by feeding intercommunal distrust, sowing fear of external threats, and empha-
sizing their unique ability to guarantee security, ruling elites can reinforce 
backing among loyalists and dampen incentives for protest among reformists 
more cheaply than through the standard provision of material benefi ts.95

Toby Dodge concurs by attributing the rise of sectarianism in the Gulf pri-
marily to the behaviour of the ruling elites – rather than to ideological diff erence 
or religious competition – and suggests that ultimately it will be the leaders 
changing positions that could resolve the crisis. In his words, ‘Sectarian politics is 
primarily driven by ruling elites and secondarily by state weakness.’96 To remedy 
sectarian confl ict, then, he posits that ruling elites must ‘move away from herald-
ing their population in sectarian forms to a new politics based on citizenship’.97 
Frederic Wehrey similarly considers sectarianism in the Gulf context to be 

the result of a damaged ruling bargain: the legitimacy defi cit of Gulf rul-
ers, feeble or dysfunctional participatory institutions, and uneven access to 
political and economic capital bear much of the blame for the prominence of 
Sunni–Shia tensions in times of regional tumult.98

Marc Lynch, on the other hand, explains the use of sectarianism by rulers 
as a means to manage their religious minorities. He argues, 

Th e Saudi regime, most obviously, systematically uses sectarianism in order to 
intimidate and control its own Shia citizens at home and to combat Iranian 
infl uence regionally. Saudi leaders may or may not genuinely hate Shias, but 
they know that sectarian confl ict is a useful strategy.99 
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By the same token, the Shia majority government in Iraq used similar tactics 
in the management of the relationship with their Sunni community. Accord-
ing to Lynch, ‘a stronger state under the control of Nouri al-Maliki is too 
easily used to protect Shia privilege and repress Sunni opponents’.100 

Iran also capitalises on sectarianism as a means of boosting regime legiti-
macy. Speaking out in defence of Shia communities in Bahrain, Yemen, Syria, 
Lebanon and Iraq sends a strong signal to Iran’s majority Shia society that their 
regime is eager to back their fellow Shias in the region. Having General Sulei-
mani appear alongside Shia Popular Mobilization Forces (Hashd al-Shaabi) as 
they fi ght the Sunni extremists of the Islamic State in Iraq, for instance, demon-
strates clearly to Iranians just how invested their leadership is in protecting the 
larger global Shia community. In fact, defending the Shia cause in the region 
has historically defi ned the legitimacy of the regime inside Iran. When the Ira-
nian regime disengages from championing the Shia cause in the region, it will 
have to earn its legitimacy through other means, particularly by delivering on 
promised (and severely needed) economic reforms. Particularly when Iran was 
under Western sanctions due to its nuclear project, the government had limited 
fl exibility to address economic grievances, making the use of the Shia cause to 
bolster its legitimacy that much more vital.101

Finally, it is not only Iran and Saudi Arabia that have politicised sectarian-
ism and allowed it to activate further confl ict escalation in the Gulf; external 
third parties have engaged in this behaviour as well, particularly the United 
States. In fact, it could be said that the primary contribution of American 
foreign policy toward the Middle East is the awakening of political sectarian-
ism as a catalyst of confl ict. 

In 2003, American forces invaded Iraq and toppled Saddam Hussein’s 
Sunni-dominated regime, which had helped to maintain a balance within 
the regional order as Iran’s chief rival. As many have noted, the United States 
basically did for Iran what it was not able to achieve in eight years of a brutal 
war with Iraq (1980–8), and Iran did not have to fi re even one bullet. Th is 
vigorous American intervention undoubtedly changed the region’s balance 
of power, positioning Iran to pursue what Saudi Arabia calls ‘an expansionist 
policy’ in the Arab world. Even more importantly, however, is that by replac-
ing Saddam with a Shia-dominated government that aligned its agenda with 
Tehran, the United States helped to establish sectarianism as a dividing line 
and an impetus for confl ict. Th is instrumentalisation was key to the failure of 
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state building after the removal of the Saddam Hussein regime and to alienat-
ing the Sunni community from having a meaningful role in the rebuilding 
process.

Th e United States compounded this error by enabling Nouri al-Maliki to 
become prime minister in 2006. Th e New Yorker reported that a CIA offi  cer 
suggested Maliki as a candidate to the US ambassador at the time, who then 
helped coordinate his rise to power.102 According to Kenneth Pollack, the 
United States chose al-Maliki not because he was a suitable leader, but mainly 
because he was the person that the Shia political leadership agreed did not pose 
a threat to any of them. In his words, al-Maliki ‘is not a leader, and he was not 
from the fi rst leadership of the Da’wa party . . . Th e selection of Maliki was not 
the best decision of the American decision makers.’103 After being appointed, 
al-Maliki emerged as one of the most controversial leaders in Iraq, and it became 
abundantly clear that he was pursuing sectarian policies that were driving Iraq 
deeper into chaos. By late 2011, al-Maliki was not remotely hiding his sectar-
ian agenda, stating during an interview that ‘I am Shia fi rst and Iraqi second’. 
He also contended that, ‘Th ose who killed al-Husein are not fi nished yet. Th ey 
are here today. Th e supporters of Husein and supporters of Yazid are fi ghting 
in a vicious and stubborn confrontation.’104 Nevertheless, al-Maliki enjoyed 
American support for eight years. 

Outside of Iraq, the United States had also already removed a radical 
Sunni government, the Taliban, from power in Afghanistan, on Iran’s eastern 
border. Th is move also strengthened Iran’s position in the region.

Whether directly, by the primary parties themselves, or by a third party, like 
the United States, the politicisation of sectarianism has changed the Iranian–
Saudi rivalry. Specifi cally, it has caused it to widen and deepen, making it more 
resilient to management, containment or resolution.

Confl ict widening 

Since the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, the confl ict between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia has widened in terms of the parties involved, whether primary, sec-
ondary or merely invested. Th e confl ict has pulled in several other regional 
and even European players, to the point where it will be diffi  cult to resolve 
without seriously addressing their involvement. Involved parties include 
the Syrian regime, the Iraqi government and its Shia-dominated Popular 
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Mobilization Forces (Hashd al-Shaabi), Yemen’s Houthis, Bahrain, and even 
the Gulf countries that participated in the Saudi-led coalition’s war against 
the Houthi–Saleh alliance in Yemen. Th ese new stakeholders bring new 
sets of interests and needs, and resolving the confl ict without addressing 
them, at least to some degree, will not be feasible. With time, furthermore, 
the confl ict has spread in a top-down fashion, moving from the leadership 
level of the two countries to their own populations, thus making it even 
more intractable. With this wide involvement from neighbouring stake-
holders and the parties’ own populations, the confl ict has defi nitely become 
more complex, making it more resilient to resolution. Th erefore, any eff ec-
tive solution to this confl ict will have to address the grassroots level on both 
sides, not just the political leaderships. 

Confl ict deepening 

Confl icts have a tendency to develop layers of complexity by generating 
new issues that diff er – to varying degrees – from the original causes of the 
outbreak of the confl ict. Th is is exactly the case with the Iranian–Saudi 
confl ict with regards to the issue of sectarianism. While sectarianism prob-
ably did not cause the original confl ict (as many scholars argue), it cannot 
be denied that it has today been converted into a cause of the confl ict’s 
escalation and thus will need to be accounted for in any sustainable reso-
lution. Sectarianism was hardly noticed in politics or at a social level in 
Yemen before its confl ict became part of the Iranian–Saudi cold war. Th e 
Zaydi Shia minority and Shafei Sunni majority lived side by side in peace 
and harmony with no obvious tension. Th e Houthi movement, which is 
Zaydi Shia, was probably the only exception since it emerged as a result of 
a mixture of ideological, economic, political and social grievances against 
central government. But the Houthi movement could be seen as the excep-
tion that proves the rule. Th at is, despite the fact that the Houthis fought 
six wars against the central government between 2004 and 2010, the con-
fl ict never triggered an obvious sectarian division within Yemeni society. 
Th e six wars remained contained between the central government and the 
Houthis in the northern district, Saada. It was only after links between the 
Houthis and Iran started to develop, mainly in 2009, with the Saudis seeing 
it as an Iranian expansion on its southern border, that sectarianism began 
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to emerge. Only then did wider Yemeni society start to link the Houthis 
to a sectarian agenda supported by Iran for its own reasons. Unfortunately, 
sectarianism in Yemen today has become intense; divisions have started to 
appear, with the South seen as Shafei Sunni and the north as Zaydi Shia.

Sectarianism, as a new issue emerging from the Iranian–Saudi cold war, 
has also played a destructive role in other parts of the region, most notably 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Bahrain. In fact, it has played a role in disrupting 
harmony and worsening relations between Sunni and Shia Muslims in coun-
tries that seemed stable and not deeply aff ected by the polarisation that is 
emerging from the Iranian–Saudi cold war. In Kuwait, for example, the Shia 
minority has come to be viewed by some as agents of Iran in the country, 
despite the fact that Shia fi gures stand strongly against external loyalties and 
see themselves as an integral part of Kuwaiti society. ‘We became labelled 
by some Kuwaitis as the “tails of Majous”. Th ank you, Iran, for this,’105 one 
Kuwaiti Shia participant in a workshop held in Doha in 2016 explained to 
the Iranian participants.

Even in countries like Jordan and Palestine, I have noticed high tension 
on a public level against Shia Muslims, though there are only very small Shia 
populations in these countries and many residents have never met a Shia 
person in his or her life. When I researched the reasons behind this dynamic, 
it became obvious that it is driven by Iran’s involvement in wars, especially 
in Syria. Over time, the public have started to see a sectarian dimension to 
these confl icts, as it is not by accident that Iran is heavily supporting the 
Shias involved in them. Even worse, they are seeing Shia Afghanis and Iraqis 
being recruited by Iranian security units to fi ght in Syria against the Sunni 
opposition to Assad.

Iran is in fact aware of this widespread level of anti-Shia attitude in the 
Arab world, which is very concerning for Tehran; it constantly tries to pres-
ent its foreign policy as being ‘aggressively non-sectarian’, to appeal to Arab 
populations beyond Shias.106 In defence of Iran’s non-sectarian foreign pol-
icy, one offi  cial in Hezbollah’s research wing cited two issues at its centre: 
the Palestinian cause and facing down the Western presence in the Middle 
East.107 Th is might appeal to a minority among the Arab population, but 
the majority still continues to view the foreign policy of both Iran and Saudi 
Arabia through sectarian lenses. As Shahram Akbarzadeh puts it, 
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while Iran purports to represent the interests of the Muslim Umma, its close 
relationships with the government in Baghdad as well as with Shia militia 
groups tend to substantiate accusations that Iran is the lynchpin of the Shia 
Crescent. Th e matter is made worse when Iranian authorities habitually refer 
to the Shia community in Iraq as brothers and Iran’s natural partners.108 

Geopolitics, Leadership and Infl uence 

Geopolitical factors are unlikely to have produced this confl ict on their own, 
but have instead been activated by other complementary factors, like the 
sectarianism discussed above, the pursuit of global leadership, and the level 
of worldwide and regional infl uence. 

Geopolitics

According to Andrew Cooper, ‘[t]his [Iran–Saudi rivalry] is probably the big 
geopolitical story of the next decade’.109 Leadership and infl uence are only 
the ‘software’ of the Iran–Saudi rivalry, yet both parties seek to secure the 
‘hardware’ to carry it, which is geographical infl uence. Th e importance of 
geopolitics in this confl ict is that both countries realise it is only the control 
of the geography of the region that will make leadership, power and even 
hegemony possible.

Iran and Saudi Arabia’s rivalry manifests itself in a proactive pursuit of 
the maximisation of power, infl uence and geopolitical gains. As explained 
by Henner Furttig, the geography of the Gulf represents a major lifeline for 
both Iran and Saudi Arabia, given that both countries remain largely reli-
ant on oil.110 As such, ‘secure transit routes through the Gulf and Strait of 
Hormuz are essential’.111 However, the mere existence of these geopolitical 
factors does not necessarily lead to direct competition and confl ict among 
the relevant parties. Th at is, confl ict is not a default outcome for the exis-
tence of geopolitical factors in the region and instead depends on what the 
parties themselves make of these factors. Geopolitical factors do not exist in 
a vacuum; other factors are sustaining and manipulating them. Th e fact that 
there is geopolitical confl ict between the two parties is because Riyadh and 
Tehran, for a variety of reasons, chose this path. 

As well argued by Sharifi -Yazdi, the confl ict between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia is not all about the resources, but a combination of factors: ‘territorial 
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disputes are commonly driven by issues extraneous to the historic, legal or 
functional details of the territory and disputes themselves’.112 Th ese factors 
include, but are not limited to, a ‘state’s innate quest for power and hege-
mony, the associated economic and strategic value of some territory and 
shifts in interstate and regional power balance’.113 

Th e radical change in the region’s geopolitical map is driving Saudi nervous-
ness about the confl ict with Iran. Before the 2003 American invasion of Iraq, 
Iran was sandwiched between two Sunni governments – Saddam Hussein in 
Iraq and the Taliban in Afghanistan – that kept Iran geographically contained 
within its own boundaries. However, after 2003, two pro-Iran governments 
were installed in Baghdad and Afghanistan, defi nitively ending the contain-
ment of Iran while contributing to what Saudi Arabia sees as a geopolitical 
encirclement of Iranian infl uence. 

Saudi Arabia’s concerns about Iran’s prospective geopolitical gains are not 
entirely groundless. Th e history of the relationship between the two has many 
examples of when Iran’s appetite for expansion translated into serious plans 
and actions. For example, in 1973, Iran’s shah convinced President Richard 
Nixon and Secretary of State Henry Kissinger to approve a military contin-
gency plan, which entailed the United States and Iran invading Kuwait and 
Saudi Arabia and seizing their oil fi elds in the event of a regional threat com-
ing either from Iraq or Gaddafi -like radicals. As Cooper put it, ‘[t]his would 
be the US approving an Iranian invasion of Saudi Arabia and you wonder 
why Saudi Arabia is nervous about this American–Iranian collaboration.’114 
Additionally, Iran seized control of three disputed islands from the United 
Arab Emirates in 1971 without consulting that country, and has not accepted 
mediation or arbitration to resolve the matter. 

Luciano Zaccara, an Iran expert at Qatar University’s Gulf Studies Pro-
gram, argues that the geopolitical situation has not changed since the Islamic 
revolution, but rather the way that Iran has sought to achieve its geopolitical 
aims has shifted. He claims that the Shah was able to achieve Iran’s geopoliti-
cal objectives using both hard and soft power, while the Islamic Republic has 
relied more on hard power. Th e Shah allied with the United States against 
Nasserism, Communism and Baathism, in addition to helping Oman’s sultan 
crush the Dhofar revolution. Th e Islamic Republic introduced a new ideology, 
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but the geopolitical objectives before and after the Islamic revolution remained 
the same.115

Recently, Iran and Saudi Arabia have been fi ghting a geopolitical battle in 
which a decisive victory by one of the parties may change the nature of the 
Middle East’s regional order. Th e Saudi fi ght for Iraq and Syria since 2003 is 
to prevent the formation of the ‘Shia Crescent’,116 which in theory starts in 
Iran, goes through Iraq and Syria, and ends in Lebanon, thereby encompass-
ing the entire northern part of Saudi Arabia’s borders. Iran’s expansion in 
Yemen also allows it to threaten Saudi Arabia’s 1,800 kilometre (1,100 mile) 
southern border through their ally (or proxy, as Saudi sees it), the Houthis. 
Furthermore, Iran’s infl uence in Yemen will privilege its talks, primarily 
with the West, as it gives Iran proximity to the Mandeb Strait, the path for 
trade between Europe and much of Asia. Nearly 4 million barrels of oil pass 
through the Mandeb Strait daily.117 

Saudi Arabia sees the Iranian geopolitical project as an existential threat 
and thus considers defeating this project as necessary to building its own 
regional order. Th is is not a battle that Saudi Arabia and its allies are going to 
abandon easily. As Bruce Riedel puts it, ‘Yemen to Saudi Arabia is like Cuba to 
the United States.’118 Th is comparison also explains why Saudi Arabia has not 
given up on Iraq since 2003 and Syria since 2011. Saudi Arabia sees no choice 
other than to have its say in shaping the geopolitics of the region in order to 
maintain its national security, particularly along its borders. Unfortunately, 
both Iran and Saudi Arabia see this as a zero-sum game, where the geopolitical 
gains of one party will necessarily be at the expense of the other. Until this per-
ception of the geopolitical game changes, both neighbours will likely continue 
the battle through any means available to them.

Leadership

According to Hussein Ibish of the Arab Gulf States Institute in Washington, 
the root cause of the Iran–Saudi rivalry is geopolitical competition for power, 
infl uence and leadership.119 While it can be diffi  cult to distinguish between 
sectarian, security-focused and geopolitical motivations, the desire of both 
Iran and Saudi Arabia to lead and infl uence the Muslim world can be clearly 
seen in the statements, policies and actions of their governments, he adds. 

6233_Fraihat.indd   736233_Fraihat.indd   73 20/01/20   3:02 PM20/01/20   3:02 PM



74 | iran and saudi arabia

Competition between Tehran and Riyadh for leadership of the Muslim 
world, as well as to serve essentially as the boss – or the policeman – of 
the Gulf region, is not totally new. Its recent history dates back to 1979, 
the Islamic revolution in Tehran. Chubin, Shahram and Tripp explain 
that the establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran ‘considerably wors-
ened Iran–Saudi relations, not least by expanding their rivalry to Islamic 
leadership’,120 and, according to Simon Mabon, ‘the nature of geopoliti-
cal competition’.121 Both states began competing, particularly over Islamic 
leadership. Indeed, ‘[t]he importance of Islam, serving as a legitimizing 
tool for regimes in both Riyadh and Tehran’,122 makes it vital for both 
regimes to fi ght for leadership of the Muslim world as legitimacy comes 
embedded in leadership. 

Kim Ghattas makes a similar argument, stating that 

this is not a theological debate or even a purely Sunni–Shia struggle. Th is is a 
war about power, a struggle for the leadership of the Muslim world that really 
kicked off  in 1979, with the return of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini to Iran 
. . . For Riyadh, the rise of a theocratic power next door, which had ambitions 
as a transnational leader of all Muslims, was a direct threat to its role as the 
custodian of the two holy mosques, so it embarked on an unrelenting mission 
to maintain its religious bona fi des.123 

Perceptions of the Iranian threat within Saudi Arabia were fuelled by facts 
on the ground related to Iran’s foreign policy behaviour in the region. For 
example, the creation of Hezbollah al-Hijaz in 1987 (al-Hijaz is the Saudi 
district where the two holy mosques are) was seen as an Iranian attack to the 
heart of Saudi Arabia, especially with this newly created group calling for 
‘the establishment of an Islamic Republic in the Arabian Peninsula after the 
Iranian model’.124 Furthermore, especially during the early days of the Islamic 
revolution, Khomeini was frequently ‘sending his propagandists on pilgrim-
age to Mecca since 1979 to challenge the legitimacy of Saudi control over the 
Holy Places’.125

Th ough Iran’s 1979 revolution is often considered to mark the outbreak 
of the current Iran–Saudi rivalry, the power struggle between the two neigh-
bours can be traced back to decades earlier. Iran’s interest in policing the Gulf 
region and leading the Middle East and Muslim world precedes Khomeini’s 
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rise to power. His desire to ‘export the revolution’ was only a change of the 
means by which Iran wanted to lead. Th e nature of Iran’s regime changed 
from secular to Islamist, but the objective of leading and policing the region 
remained unchanged.

Senior Iran analyst at the International Crisis Group, Ali Vaes, agrees 
that the competition between Iran and Saudi Arabia emanates from a bal-
ance of power rivalry and that it began prior to 1979. He argues that the key 
to understanding it is the triangular relationship between Iran, Saudi Arabia 
and Iraq over the past fi ve decades. As he describes it, in the 1960s and 1970s, 
Iran and Saudi Arabia, both monarchies aligned with the United States and 
wary of the Baathist republican regime in Baghdad, sided together against 
Iraq. Th en, in 1979, the equation shifted and the Saudis and Iraqis united 
against the revolutionary regime in Tehran. Th e balance shifted once again 
after the 2003 invasion of Iraq, and this time Iran and Iraq sided together 
against Saudi Arabia. For Vaes, these realignments demonstrate that sectar-
ian considerations are not the primary factor in these countries’ strategic 
calculus. Instead, whenever the triangle’s balance vacillates, the country that 
is isolated resorts to sectarianism as an ‘instrument to compensate for its 
strategic solitude’.126

Limiting Iran’s expansion in the Arab world helps Saudi Arabia sustain 
its leadership role in the Muslim world. Saudi Arabia does not hide its claim 
to leadership of the Muslim world. It is home to Islam’s two most religiously 
signifi cant mosques, found in Mecca and Medina, and accordingly the king 
carries the title of ‘Custodian of the Two Holy Places’. Th e management 
of the hajj, during which approximately two million pilgrims visit from all 
over the Muslim world each year, gives Saudi Arabia a renewable soft power 
source that cannot be matched by any other state. In fact, that is why Iran 
has called many times for removing from Saudi Arabia its management role 
and giving it to a committee of representatives from several Muslim coun-
tries. In the words of Ali Khamenei in September 2016, ‘because of these 
(Saudi) rulers’ oppressive behaviour towards God’s guests (pilgrims), the 
world of Islam must fundamentally reconsider the management of the two 
holy places and the issue of haj’.127 Granting Iran some role in the manage-
ment of the pilgrimage would boost Iran’s infl uence and undermine Saudi 
Arabia’s soft power and leadership role in the Muslim world.
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Saudi Arabia’s leadership role in relation to Iran is also sustained by the 
fact that the headquarters of the Organization for Islamic Cooperation 
(OIC) is located in Jeddah. Th e OIC is in theory the ‘United Nations of 
the Muslim world’, and its presence in Jeddah allows Saudi Arabia to set 
the agenda of debates within the Muslim member states. Historically, Iran 
has also challenged Saudi Arabia in this venue, and the organisation has on 
many occasions turned into the battleground for Iranian–Saudi rivalry.

In addition, Saudi Arabia has relied heavily on a strategy of building 
alliances to reinforce its leadership role within the Muslim countries and 
slowly limit Iran’s potential for leadership. March Lynch claims that 

Saudi diplomacy has focused intently on eff orts to consolidate its leadership 
of a reconstituted ‘Sunni’ regional order. Riyadh recently announced with 
much fanfare an ‘Islamic Coalition’128 against terrorism and has presented its 
Yemen war coalition as a model for Arab collective action.129 

Whether it is the Islamic Coalition against terrorism or Arab Coalition in 
Yemen, Saudi Arabia’s leadership role has been reinforced and Iran has been 
further excluded through these arrangements. However, these coalitions have 
not been easily sustained over time, leading Saudi Arabia to search for other 
alliances that could serve to enhance its leadership role.

Th e confl ict with Iran also gives the Saudi regime an opportunity to boost 
its power domestically, especially since ‘royal political and economic power 
has caused a substantial amount of jealousy and political friction within 
Saudi society’.130 Th e Saudi regime has capitalised on the Saudi public’s 
rejection of Iran’s expansionist policies in the Arab region, benefi ting inter-
nally by spearheading eff orts to counter Iran’s infl uence. Generally, fi ghting 
a war leads to the consolidation of internal unity against the external threat. 
Th e Saudi regime’s decisive and confrontational policy – also called King 
Salman’s doctrine131 – against Iran’s perceived sectarian war has had a similar 
impact of strengthening the popular backing of Saudi Arabia’s leadership. 
In other words, the confl ict with Iran has aided the internal legitimacy and 
power of the Saudi regime. 

Th e Iranian regime has also benefi ted domestically from the confl ict 
with Saudi Arabia. Alex Vatanka, Iran expert at the Middle East Institute 
in Washington, DC, explains that the legitimacy of the Iranian regime 
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is partially built upon its leadership role in the region. Specifi cally, 
Iran’s Revolutionary Guards emphasise their opposition to what they call 
the ‘Great Satan’,132 – a code name that Iran’s Supreme Leader Khomeini 
fi rst, and Khamenei now, used for the United States – and if that stance 
were to change, the regime would likely face opposition from the Iranian 
people.133 

Internationally, while the Saudi monarch has historically served as the 
Custodian of the Two Holy Places, Iran’s Supreme Leader has taken on the 
informal role of Custodian of the Shia Faith. Iran’s assumption of a leader-
ship role in the Shia community in the Muslim world, including within 
Arab countries, has been a key factor in escalating the tension between 
Riyadh and Tehran. Th is became clear when an Iranian crowd responded 
to Saudi Arabia’s execution of Shia cleric Nimr Al-Nimr by attacking and 
burning the Saudi embassy in Tehran. One of Saudi Arabia’s primary con-
ditions for resolving the confl ict with Iran is that the latter stops acting 
like the leader of the Shia communities in Arab countries and instead treats 
fellow Shias as citizens of their own countries. It is not a coincidence that 
Tehran’s primary allies in the Arab countries are the Shias in Lebanon, Iraq 
and Yemen, among others. 

It should be mentioned, however, that the relationship between Iran and 
the Shia communities of the Arab world is quite complex. Th ere is no distinct 
division between Iran defending the cause of Shia minorities in Arab coun-
tries and using this cause to advance its drive for regional leadership. Abbas 
Kadhim, senior fellow and director of the Atlantic Council’s Iraq initiative, 
explains that Iran wants to be a hegemon like it was during the Shah’s time. 
While it does not want to occupy neighbouring countries, it certainly wants 
to be respected as a regional power and seen as the ‘policeman of the Gulf ’. 
As for leading the Shia, Iran wants to use them as its ‘sandbag defence’ in 
advancing its ambitions for regional leadership.134 Th omas Juneau concedes 
that Iran invests in arming its regional allies to advance its leadership position 
in the region. He says that Iran 

seeks to boost its deterrence, by arming its partners so that they could retali-
ate against U.S. interests or partners in the event of a war. More broadly, Iran 
uses these ties to build infl uence in weak polities, aiming to position itself as 
an indispensable regional power.135
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Iran may be pursuing security and sectarian agendas in the Arab region, 
but they cannot be separated from the underlying driver of its foreign pol-
icy – its hope of achieving regional leadership and geopolitical gains. In 
fact, all three components complement each other for Iran. It could be 
argued that the best way for Iran to satisfy its security needs – or to suc-
cessfully advance toward its ‘sectarian agenda’ – would be to prevail in the 
region in terms of leadership and policing of the regional order. In fact, 
‘Iran sees itself as uniquely qualifi ed to determine, at the very least, the 
destiny of the Gulf sub region’.136 Th is dynamic complicates the confl ict 
between the two countries as Iran perceives itself as a ‘natural state’, with a 
history and geography, surrounded by ‘artifi cial states’ created or supported 
by the West in recent history.137

Iran’s foreign policy behaviour is heavily infl uenced by its history as an 
ancient civilisation, and, to a large extent, Tehran believes that this his-
tory should translate to a leadership position in the region. Iranian narra-
tives frequently cite the age of countries as a factor that should determine 
their position in the regional order. Especially with some quite young Arab 
countries on the other side of the Gulf (e.g. the UAE and Qatar) playing 
an active role in international politics thanks largely to the discovery of oil 
fi elds in the Arabian Peninsula, Iran has developed a sense of being entitled 
to lead the region and rebuild its ancient Persian empire. Haider Said, an 
Iraqi expert on Iran and the Gulf, claims, ‘Iran has emperor ambitions and 
expansionism is accordingly the guiding principle of Iranian foreign policy 
in the region.’138 By the same token, Jamal Khashoggi explains, 

[t]here is a belief within Saudi that religion drives Iran’s policies and that 
Iranians believe that their ultimate role in history is to support the Shia every-
where. Th e Iranian government represents the fundamentalist version of Shia 
Islam and wants to create a Shia empire. Th is imperial vision, the Saudis 
believe, includes Mecca and Medina.139

Naser Hadian, a political science professor at the University of Tehran, 
does not completely refute what Khashoggi argues about Iran’s leadership 
role in the region, yet the two diff er over how Iran endeavours to achieve 
its leadership ambitions. While Khashoggi sees religion and public support 
for the Shia cause as a means that Iran uses to achieve its leadership role, 
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Hadian points to an international dimension, in particular to Iran stand-
ing up to American and Israeli hegemony in the region and thus counter-
ing Saudi Arabia. As Hadian describes it, Iran views the world through 
the prism of the United States and Israel being its primary enemies. As a 
result, Iran is involved where it is in the region because of its desire to deter 
the United States and Israel, not to compete with Saudi Arabia. Iran does 
not view Saudi Arabia as a major threat, but Tehran recognises that Riyadh 
views Iran as its number one threat.140 

Th e External Factor

Th e confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia does not exist in a vacuum. 
Indeed, the future direction of the confl ict is not solely determined by the 
issues explained earlier, such as security, sectarianism and leadership or solely 
by domestic factors of regime legitimacy and survival; the regional and inter-
national context defi nitely have a role. Historically, the confl ict has interacted 
with regional and international factors that have signifi cantly contributed to 
de-escalation on some occasions and exacerbation on others. Today, unfortu-
nately, international factors have signifi cantly contributed to escalation, and 
it is thus diffi  cult to imagine a mutually acceptable resolution unless this situ-
ation changes. Th e two prominent international actors that are involved in 
the current confl ict escalation are the United States and Israel. As Keith Smith 
emphasises, the Gulf regional security complex is of strategic importance for 
the US, perhaps more than any other,141 and for that reason, Washington 
cannot aff ord to stay neutral in confl icts there. Indeed, the interaction of a 
number of factors, notably political economy, political stability and energy 
security, have placed the Gulf prominently within critical US national secu-
rity calculations.142 

Previously, in the global context of the Cold War between the United 
States and the Soviet Union, Richard Nixon’s administration in 1969 con-
sidered the best way to protect American interests in the Gulf region against 
the Communist threat to ‘rely heavily on the two key states of Iran and Saudi 
Arabia, a strategy that quickly became known as the Twin Pillar policy’.143 
Th is strategy was part of a major policy review by Nixon that sought to rede-
fi ne security interests ‘at a time of competing demands on US military forces 
and a growing reluctance by the American public to support what were seen 
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as potentially costly foreign commitments’.144 Th e result of the Twin Pillar 
policy was that the Shah of Iran collaborated closely with Saudi Arabia and 
other Gulf monarchies without concerns about sectarianism and Arab–
Persian nationalism to disrupt such an American security interest. Th e Shah 
of Iran even sent his armed forces to help the Sultan of Oman in 1973 to 
crush the Dhofar rebellion without this provoking any objections from Saudi 
Arabia about an Iranian military presence in the Arabian Peninsula. 

By the same token, Jimmy Carter in 1977 declared the Gulf region to be 
of vital interest to the United States,145 which resulted in further consolida-
tion of the pre-existing security collaboration between Riyadh and Tehran. 
However, this dynamic changed with the Iranian revolution in 1979 and 
removal of the Shah’s regime. Th is change in leadership led to what became 
known as America’s ‘dual containment’ policies. Th at is, the United States 
‘pursued a policy of balancing Iran and Iraq against each other as a means of 
maintaining a degree of regional stability and to protect the smaller oil-rich 
Arab states on the southern side of the Gulf ’.146

However, with the removal of Saddam Hussein’s Baathist regime in Iraq 
in 2003, the American policy towards the Gulf shifted to a ‘protracted stale-
mate’, neither removing the Iranian threat to Arab Gulf states nor allowing 
Tehran to dominate the region. Th e mere existence of the Iranian threat in 
the Gulf perfectly served American interests during this period, as it contin-
ued to justify US military presence in the region, provide security guarantees 
to the Arab Gulf states, and retain control of oil resources.  Once again, the 
US played up the Iranian threat when Trump made his fi rst foreign visit to 
Saudi Arabia. In particular, during the May 2017 Riyadh summit, Trump 
and King Salman 

signed documents which included an arms deal which the White House 
described as worth $350 billion over the next decade. A day earlier Pentagon 
offi  cials had told Th e Associated Press that ‘the immediate sale’ was worth 
$110 billion and included ‘Abrams tanks, combat ships, missile defense sys-
tems, radar, and communications and cyber security technology’.147 

Donald Trump did not hide his agenda in the Gulf, as the confl ict for 
him is about providing security to Gulf rulers to contain the Iranian threat. 
He even made undiplomatic remarks about the role of the US military in 
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the Gulf and how the US is fi nancially benefi ting, publicly stating that he 
had warned Saudi Arabia’s King Salman he would not last in power ‘for 
two weeks’ without the backing of the US military.148 On another occasion, 
Trump publicly stated that getting cash from the Saudi King was easier than 
collecting rent ‘from a tenant in a bad location in New York city’,149 and ‘it is 
safer too’. Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al Jubeir rejected Trump’s comments, 
telling CNN that the Saudi Kingdom ‘carries its own weight’ as an ally.150 
Trump used the same fi nancial logic to justify his withdrawal from the Iran 
nuclear deal, stating the deal was ‘not [for] long enough’ and asserted that he 
would ‘never have given $150 billion back to Tehran’.151

Th e confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia has entered a phase of ‘pro-
tracted stalemate’ that benefi ted not only the US, but Israel as well. Israel has 
invested heavily in this stalemate taking the confl ict to a new level, benefi ting 
in three major ways. First, because of the so-called ‘Iranian threat’, the US is 
expected to provide fi nancial aid and military technology to ensure Israel’s mili-
tary superiority in the Middle East, a long-standing American commitment 
that had shaped US–Israeli relations. After the US signed the Joint Compre-
hensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) with Iran in 2015, the Obama administration 
signed a military aid package with Israel in September 2016, requiring the US to 
give Israel $38 billion over the next ten years, the largest aid package in US 
history.152 Th e Israeli government strongly fought against American approval of 
the nuclear deal with Iran, arguing that such an agreement would increase the 
Iranian threat against Tel Aviv. As a result, Washington rushed to provide the 
most generous military aid package in its history to Israel to defuse the impact of 
the ‘Iranian threat’ and again ensure Israel’s military superiority in the region. 

As a second benefi t of the policy, Israel was able to convince Saudi Arabia 
that the ‘Iranian threat’ was a concern for countries, and thus they had to 
cooperate to counter it. In this dynamic, Israel was granted a historic achieve-
ment of starting a normalisation process with one of the key countries in 
the Arab–Israeli confl ict, also a leading country in the Muslim world. Th e 
offi  cial Arab boycott of Israel is considered one of the pressures on Israel 
to accept the Saudi-led Arab Peace Initiative153 – also called the Saudi ini-
tiative – of the 2002 Arab summit in Beirut. Th e initiative called for full 
normalisation of the entire Arab region with Israel, in exchange for Israeli 
withdrawal from the Arab land it occupied in 1967 and a ‘just settlement’ 
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of the Palestinian refugee problem, as recommended by the UN Security 
Council. With this development, Saudi Arabia undermined its own peace 
initiative to settle one of the longest confl icts in the world, that of Israel–
Palestine, and started to lose one of its major power cards, full normalisation 
for full withdrawal. 

Israeli–Saudi collaboration to counter the ‘Iranian threat’ started before 
the proposal of the peace plan, but ‘reports about meetings between Israel 
and Saudi Arabia began circulating shortly after the 2006 war between Israel 
and Hizballah’.154 After the 2006 war with Israel, Hezbollah gained unprec-
edented popularity with ‘the Arab on the street’, which meant an increased 
Iranian infl uence in the region and increasing anxiety for both Israel and 
Saudi Arabia, mainly about the hegemonic Saudi role in the region155 and 
Israeli control of the confl ict with the Palestinians.

Another major factor that fostered Israeli–Saudi collaboration against Iran 
was the Obama administration’s handling of the Iranian nuclear project and 
the signing of the deal in 2015. Indeed, ‘[p]olicymakers in Israel expressed 
deep unease at what they viewed as U.S. “retrenchment” in the Middle East 
under the Obama administration, which they saw as undercutting the United 
States’ supporters and emboldening its enemies in the region.’156 It should be 
mentioned that Saudi Arabia also became very frustrated with the Obama 
administration, and particularly by the exclusion of Riyadh from the nuclear 
negotiation with Iran.  Saudi Arabia felt betrayed by the Obama government, 
a dynamic which encouraged Israel to engage further with Riyadh and make 
additional political inroads through normalisation with Saudi Arabia.

As the third benefi t of the ‘protracted stalemate’, Israel capitalised on 
the arrival of Donald Trump to power in 2016 by convincing him to link the 
confrontation with Iran to the Israel–Palestine confl ict. Trump escalated 
the situation by withdrawing from the nuclear deal with Iran and imposing 
the harshest ever sanctions on Tehran, while simultaneously moving the US 
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, recognising Jerusalem as the capital 
of Israel and pronouncing the Syrian Golan Heights to be part of Israel.157 
Th ese calculations all formed part of what became known as Trump’s ‘deal 
of the century’ in which ‘the US administration is simply ticking off  most of 
the Israeli right’s wishlist’158 while off ering economic benefi ts rather than a 
state to the Palestinians.
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By linking Gulf politics with Israel–Palestine, the Trump administration 
abandoned a longstanding American principle of ‘compartmentalization of 
regional security, which treats the issue of the security of oil reserves (Gulf 
security) and that of the Israel/Palestine issue and Israel’s security as separate 
concerns’.159 Th eoretically, this ‘deal’ should bring the ‘protracted stalemate’ 
phase of the Iran–Saudi confl ict to an end, as it aims to end Iranian infl uence 
in the region, including its support to groups like Hezbollah in Lebanon and 
the Houthis in Yemen. Hence, Abdelkader Faeez, director of the Al Jazeera 
media network in Tehran, argues that the Trump administration and Israel 
will succeed in limiting Iranian regional infl uence if they can successfully 
implement the ‘deal of the century’, but if they fail, they will prove Iran to 
have a more important regional infl uence than they currently envision.160

Finally, it is obvious that, with the incorporation of external factors and 
especially under the Trump administration, the confl ict between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia has moved from being bilateral to multilateral or regional. Th is 
dynamic adds complexity and new challenges to resolution. Usually, when 
other parties join a confl ict, each one comes with its own set of interests, 
demands and needs that it expects to be satisfi ed in any future negotiation. 
Even more complicated is the fact that interests do not always match. Th ey 
can clash or at least move into a state of protracted stalemate, as is the case 
with this confl ict between Iran, Saudi Arabia, the United States and Israel. As 
Simon Mabon argues, 

the role of the United States both in the Persian Gulf and Middle East has 
been an area of antagonism. Th e United States maintains a strong visible pres-
ence within the Persian Gulf and Middle East, which challenges Iran’s desire 
for regional security, to be engendered solely by regional actors. Given the 
strategic importance of the Middle East for the United States, a reconsidered 
role would have to come from Washington, meaning that a key aspect of the 
rivalry remains beyond the control of Saudi Arabia or Iran.161
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3
Confl ict Management

Conceptualising the management and resolution of this confl ict is not 
as simple as it might sound. Th e challenges that an eff ective man-

agement system faces do not stem only from the diffi  cult issues of the 
confl ict – explained in the previous chapter – but also from the dynamics 
that this confl ict experiences. Th ose dynamics play a dangerous role in 
actively pushing the confl ict into further escalation and thus make man-
agement and solution increasingly elusive. 

Active dynamics operating in the Iran–Saudi confl ict environment 
have been largely responsible for the advancement of the confl ict from 
one phase to another. Th ose dynamics operating outside the direct control 
of the parties themselves push the confl ict to intractability and make it 
more diffi  cult to contain and eventually resolve. In fact, current dynamics 
suggest some alarming scenarios about the extent to which those active 
dynamics could potentially push the confl ict, including direct war between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia.

 Mistrust is a major dynamic that has contributed to the worsening of the 
relationship between the two neighbouring countries. Because of the seri-
ous trust defi cit, every single move on either side tends to be received and 
interpreted as escalatory. In 1973–5, Iran sent approximately 5,000 troops 
to Oman to help Sultan Qaboos defeat rebels, without any major objections 
from Saudi Arabia.1 However, with mistrust now shaping the relationship 
between Iran and its Gulf neighbours, even a statement related to internal 
Gulf aff airs would be seen as highly suspicious by Saudi Arabia and could be 
interpreted as a threat to its national security.

Another major escalation-accelerating dynamic in this confl ict is the fact 
that the two parties view it as a zero-sum game, where one side’s gains are 
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necessarily seen as the other side’s losses. Iran considers any progress made 
by the opposition against the Assad regime in Syria as both harming its role 
in the region and benefi ting Saudi Arabia’s position. Similarly, Saudi Arabia 
views an increase of power of the Houthi rebels as an extension of Iranian 
infl uence on its southern border. 

A polarising narrative has also become instrumental in reinforcing the 
escalation of tensions, not only between Iran and Saudi Arabia but through-
out the region, along such lines as Sunni–Shia, Arab–Persian and Iran–Arab 
Gulf states. For Iran, it is a battle between the ‘axis of resistance’ (to the West) 
against collaborators with or proxies of the West. However, for Saudi Arabia 
the narrative is a Shia, Safawi and Persian attack against a Sunni Arab region. 
Th e principle of being ‘either with us or against us’ correctly describes the 
current scenario.

Polarisation has reached unprecedented levels. During the Iraq–Iran war 
(1980–8), the polarisation was limited mostly to the two warring countries, 
and extended at a certain level to a few other Gulf countries.  Today, however, 
it has reached almost every house in the Arab region, dividing communities 
and even families in countries like Syria, Iraq and Yemen. With such deep 
division, neutrality becomes diffi  cult to maintain.

Th e atrocities committed in Syria in particular have forced everyone in 
the region to take a position. Because of Iran’s staunch support for the Assad 
regime, the general Arab public has developed a high level of antagonism 
against any Iranian, Shia or Persian infl uence. On the other hand, individu-
als belonging to the Iranian camp have developed similar feelings towards 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey and Qatar, who are seen as the supporters of the revolu-
tion against the Assad regime. It should be noted that media on both sides, 
much of which is government-linked, have played a key role in reinforcing 
the polarisation and thus have contributed to the escalation of tensions.

A lack of communication between the countries has contributed to this 
environment, which is rife with misperceptions, stereotypes and mistrust since 
diplomatic relations were severed in 2016.  With no verifi cation mechanism or 
offi  cial diplomatic contract, both parties develop their own perceptions and 
understandings as fact, exacerbating the polarisation. 

In conclusion, designing a confl ict management and resolution sys-
tem to address both the issues and dynamics of this confl ict will require a 
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two-step process: fi rst, focusing on management of the crisis and, second, 
addressing a lasting resolution between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Th is process 
should not be understood as being strictly linear: both processes should 
proceed simultaneously; advances in the ‘management process’ can help 
achieve advances in the ‘resolution process’, and vice versa.  Th is chapter 
will address a containment strategy for the Iran–Saudi rivalry, to serve as 
a way to stop the escalation of the confl ict and take the fi rst step towards 
achieving a lasting resolution. Chapter 4 will then address fi nding a com-
prehensive resolution strategy, aided by having this confl ict management 
strategy in place. 

An eff ective confl ict containment strategy should at least include: crisis 
management tools, confi dence-building measures, dialogue, and building 
zones of peace. 

Crisis Management System

Halting the escalation of this confl ict is necessary and should be treated as a 
high priority. Leaving the confl ict with no restraining mechanism will cause 
deeper damage through their proxies in the region, which could evolve into 
direct war between Riyadh and Tehran in the future. Deep damage will be 
harder to repair in the future and generally leads to the perpetuation of the con-
fl ict. Eff ective crisis management tools will certainly help to contain the con-
fl ict and prevent the outbreak of new cycles of escalation. Crisis management 
tools should respond to confl ict issues as they develop, rather than waiting for 
the pace of offi  cial government protocol. 

Riyadh–Tehran hotline

One of the major crisis management tools used should be the establishment 
of a hotline2 between the governments of Iran and Saudi Arabia. A focal 
point should be designated from each side, so that one person has direct 
access to communication with the highest decision maker on both sides. For 
example, on the Iranian side, the focal point should be linked with either the 
Supreme Leader or the President and on the Saudi side the link should be 
with either the King or the Crown Prince. Having direct access to the highest 
level of the decision-making process is useful, as it overcomes bureaucratic 
barriers, especially in emergency situations.
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Th is development could certainly help prevent escalation on the ground. 
Wars do not always begin as deliberate political decisions. Instead, it is com-
mon for wars to start when events on the ground drive the political leadership 
to respond by attacking. 

For example, in April 2015, when an Iranian plane attempted to break 
the Saudi-imposed blockade on Yemen by landing in Sanaa, Saudi fi ghter 
jets fl ew extremely close to it and ultimately destroyed the airport runways to 
prevent it from landing.3 It was reported that two Saudi F-15s came so close 
to the Iranian plane that the pilots could see each other’s faces.4 If an accident 
had occurred, it would have been reported that the Iranian plane was downed 
by a Saudi fi ghter jet. No doubt the street pressure in Tehran would have 
been tremendous, and Iran’s leadership would have had little choice but to 
respond – perhaps even militarily – thereby sparking a direct confrontation 
between the two countries. In this case, and in other similar situations, the 
existence of a hotline between Riyadh and Tehran would be of particular help 
to manage crises quickly and prevent a war. 

Th e importance of direct communication became clear during the peak of 
the Cold War. After narrowly avoiding a serious direct confrontation during 
the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1961, Moscow and Washington signed a mem-
orandum of understanding (MoU) establishing the Moscow–Washington 
hotline, which was designed to allow for ‘rapid and reliable’ communication 
between the two countries in times of crisis.5 Th e MoU was signed on 20 June 
1963 in Geneva.6 Although known in popular culture as the ‘red telephone’, 
the hotline was never a telephone line; it fi rst employed teletype equipment, 
followed in 1986 by fax technology, and fi nally, in 2008, by a secure computer 
link over which messages are exchanged via email.7 Th e link has been used 
several times, including during the 1967 Arab–Israeli war when the United 
States used it to prevent possible misunderstanding of US fl eet movement in 
the Mediterranean.8 

Th is mechanism is also believed to have been utilised in 1971 during 
the Pakistan–India War, in 1973 during the Arab–Israeli War, in 1974 when 
Turkey invaded Cyprus, and again in 1979 when the Soviets invaded Afghan-
istan.9 Th e Moscow–Washington hotline is not the only such example of 
a hotline between rival governments; other examples include Islamabad–
New Delhi, London–Moscow, Paris–Moscow and Seoul–Pyongyang. When 
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North Korea decided to de-escalate the tension with South Korea in January 
2018, it reopened the border hotline with Seoul, ‘restoring a channel of direct 
dialogue and signaling a possible thaw in relations between the two Koreas 
after years of hair-trigger tensions’.10 Instigation of most of these hotlines fol-
lowed the near-outbreak of a direct war between countries with even more 
acrimonious relations than Saudi Arabia and Iran; there is therefore no com-
pelling reason not to establish a similar Riyadh–Tehran hotline. 

Exchange of senior governments’ visits

While having top Iranian and Saudi offi  cials – even the heads of state – 
exchange visits may sound unrealistic given the high level of tension 
between the two states, it is a proposal that both countries should consider. 
In confl ict situations, where parties weigh options ranging from peace to 
war, direct state visits are not an unreasonable avenue to consider, especially 
when states agree to seek to manage the confl ict, rather than leaving it to 
spin completely out of control. For example, high-level US and Soviet offi  -
cials exchanged a number of visits even at peak times of the Cold War. In 
1959, President Eisenhower invited and hosted the Soviet Premier, Nikita 
Khrushchev, for a two-week visit, and, in 1972, President Nixon visited 
Moscow.11 Both Moscow and Washington were motivated by a desire to 
maintain eff ective management of the Cold War, despite being unable to 
resolve their diff erences. 

Visits at the level of heads of state between Riyadh and Tehran have 
occurred in the past, even during the term of Iran’s hard-line president, 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Th e goal of these visits was to ease relations and 
explore ways to resolve diff erences. Ahmadinejad visited Riyadh in 2007 for 
a summit with King Abdullah, as his predecessor, Mohammad Khatami, had 
done in 1999 when Abdullah was still Crown Prince.12 As Crown Prince, 
Abdullah visited Tehran in 1997 to attend the Organization of the Islamic 
Conference summit.13 While these visits did not fully resolve the issues at 
hand, the confl ict during the times of King Abdullah and Ahmadinejad was 
signifi cantly better managed compared to the times of King Salman and 
Hassan Rouhani. 

After the Arab Spring (2011), exchanges of visits to both capitals stopped 
completely at the level of heads of state and were signifi cantly reduced at 
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other government levels. Even when meetings did take place outside the two 
countries, such as on the side of international conferences, they became more 
of a protocol exercise with no tangible results ever produced. For example, 
Saud al-Faisal, during the First Arab Cooperation and Economic Forum with 
Central Asia and Azerbaijan in May 2014, had invited his Iranian counter-
part to Riyadh in an eff ort to negotiate their diff erences.14 Th e invitation was 
intended to ‘control the confl ict, not resolve it, because there are no signs of 
a Saudi–Iranian agreement on Syria, Iraq, Bahrain or Yemen’.15 With little 
enthusiasm or belief in the necessity of managing the confl ict on both sides, 
such invitations have thus far had little impact. 

Technical committees

Technical coordination committees, or meetings of experts, could also con-
tribute to a de-escalation of tension between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Unlike 
offi  cial dialogue between the two parties, technical committees can open lines 
of communication while at the same time addressing Saudi concerns over 
potentially legitimising Iranian intransigence. Technical can include experts, 
not government offi  cials, and their communication can focus on fi nding 
approaches and formulas that address the interests of both parties. Such inter-
est-based discussions should aim to reach a win-win arrangement to address 
the underlying causes and conditions that fuel the confl ict. 

Such a committee could discuss, for example, the issue of falling oil prices, 
which has been a serious point of tension between Iran and Saudi Arabia dur-
ing the years of confl ict. Many analysts have speculated that Riyadh has delib-
erately attempted to drive prices down to undermine Iran’s national budget.16 
Saudi Arabia has fi rmly denied manipulating the oil price, maintaining that 
the reduction is purely a result of market forces.17 A Saudi–Iranian technical 
committee on oil prices could easily investigate, discuss, and come to conclu-
sions on the issue. Its fi ndings would likely help reduce tensions and prevent 
actions based on one party’s own perceptions. If the expert committee meet-
ings prove successful in tackling some issues, their scope could be expanded 
to facilitate discussion of larger issues between the two parties, like regional 
security and spheres of infl uence. 

In addition, Iranian and Saudi experts could discuss issues of mutual con-
cern in the Gulf, especially those of an environmental and maritime nature, 
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since this is an area largely divorced from sectarianism or the political agendas 
of both parties. Instead, such meetings would simply serve to address issues 
related to how the current nuclear activities of Iran, and possibly of Saudi 
Arabia in the future, could aff ect the environment of the region (e.g. water 
pollution in the Gulf ) and what arrangements could be made to prevent it. 
Severe water pollution would be disastrous for both Iran and Saudi Arabia 
and both share a common interest of preventing this from happening. 

Such cooperation to manage confl ict is not without precedent: United 
States and former Soviet Union scientists worked together not only to 
devise verifi cation methods for important bilateral treaties – which fur-
thered mutual trust between the two states – but also to fi nd solutions to 
problems important to both states. For example, in October 1986, Ronald 
Reagan and Mikhail Gorbachev met in Reykjavik, Iceland, where they 
tasked Soviet and US scientists with developing verifi cation techniques to 
help ratify the 1974 Th reshold Test Ban Treaty (TTBT). Th is meeting led 
to the Joint Verifi cation Experiments, which brought scientists from the 
top Soviet nuclear weapons institutes to a top secret US nuclear test site 
in Nevada and top US nuclear specialists to the Soviet’s test site in Semi-
palatinsk in the same year, 1988.18 According to Siegfried Hecker, who was 
the Director of the US Los Alamos National Laboratory from 1986–97, 
‘[t]he Joint Verifi cation Experiments exposed each side to the idea that 
we could work toward a common objective instead of as adversaries. We 
gained respect for one another, and the meetings cracked open the door to 
future scientifi c collaboration.’19

Confi dence-Building Measures

Confi dence-building measures (CBMs) involve ‘a series of actions that are 
negotiated, agreed upon, and implemented by the confl ict parties in order 
to build confi dence, without specifi cally focusing on the root causes of the 
confl ict’.20 Another defi nition focuses on their ability to enhance actors’ feel-
ings of confi dence or ability to trust negotiating parties; confi dence-building 
measures thus ‘may be defi ned as arrangements designed to enhance such 
assurance of mind and belief in the trustworthiness of states and the facts 
they create’.21 Th erefore, such measures do not touch on the heart of mat-
ters at hand in negotiations, but rather set the scene for productive confl ict 
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resolution.22 Certainly, ‘[e]ven if the parties are ready and willing to engage, 
the negotiations can only be successful if the participants trust their negoti-
ating partner(s)’.23 

Confi dence-building measures will prove particularly important in the 
case of Iran and Saudi Arabia because their policy positions remain diametri-
cally opposed, making it unrealistic to deal with the root causes of the confl ict 
in fi rst encounters. Th e mistrust that engulfs the entire region likewise makes 
the arrangement of CBMs a necessary fi rst step towards a resolution. Th e 
main goal of CBMs would be to set the scene for a confl ict resolution process 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia; they are not in any way expected to resolve 
all the diff erences between Riyadh and Tehran. 

As an example, Saudi concerns over Iranian expansionism and the 
Kingdom’s encirclement are real, and many of Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy 
decisions can be explained on those grounds. Iran could take the initiative – 
not just make statements – to address this concern, assuring the region 
that its role is that of a partner, not a hegemon, possibly leading to tangible 
results. Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif has repeatedly emphasised 
the need for Iran and Saudi Arabia to work together to resolve the region’s 
political crises and has stressed Iran’s willingness to do so, but the Saudi 
leadership has yet to buy into this argument.24

Importantly, CBMs can include formal and informal measures, both 
inside and outside the security sector (where they were fi rst applied).25 Such 
fl exibility is a hallmark of this tool for confl ict resolution since CBMs are 
‘tailored to each actor as necessary’.26 Indeed, CBMs taken on each side need 
not be symmetrical but must demonstrate that each party is ‘committed to the 
[confl ict resolution] process by requiring all involved to make diff erent choices 
and implement diff erent policies’.27 Lacking such commitment, parties can 
become ‘locked in a cycle of negotiation, defection, and investigation, and 
calls for more CBMs to get the process back on track’.28 

One immediate step could be in reviving the 2001 security pact signed 
between the two countries when Hasan Rouhani was in the Iranian National 
Security Council in 1997 and Imir Nayef Ben Abdul-Aziz was the Saudi 
Minister of Interior.29 Th e pact, which took two years to negotiate, was 
signed to combat terrorism, drug-traffi  cking and organised crime. In addi-
tion, it covered measures on border surveillance and co-operation between 
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their police forces.30 Th is document could provide an important starting 
point that addresses major security concerns for both countries, which are at 
the heart of the confl ict. 

CBMs can either entail legally binding commitments or simply be politi-
cal declarations, depending on the type of measures used and their goals.31 
While a legal obligation is obviously more binding, making political com-
mitments ‘may be more conducive to a process of expanded practice as a 
result of challenge and the possible engines of mutual example’.32 Th ey can 
also simply involve ‘declaratory undertakings or obligations which involve 
specifi c actions’.33 Declarations are important expressions of goals and 
reiterate commitment to the process of confl ict resolution and often pre-
cede concrete actions.34 Holst divides CBMs into four diff erent functions: 
information, notifi cation, observation and stabilisation (with some overlap 
among them).35

One missed opportunity for an infl uential ‘declaratory’ CBM was Iran not 
apologising for the attack on Saudi Arabia’s embassy in Tehran in January 
2016, as demanded by Riyadh.36 Regardless of Iran’s objections to the execu-
tion of Saudi cleric Nimr al-Nimr that spurred this attack, an apology was 
clearly needed, since international law was violated because Iran failed to pro-
vide adequate protection of a diplomatic mission. Ma ny other countries took 
a stance on the execution – but they did not respond by allowing an attack on 
the Saudi missions in their capitals. 

By the same token, Iranians were frustrated by Saudi Arabia not apologising 
for the death of 464 Iranian pilgrimages in the October 2015 hajj stampede.37 
Apologising would not have implicated the Saudi authorities in the incident 
but would have shown solidarity and sympathy with the tragedy; an apology 
could have been powerful in promoting de-escalation and laying the ground for 
the parties to collaborate. One of the participants in a workshop organised by 
Georgetown University on Iran–Saudi relations in Doha commented on this 
issue, saying that 

the death of Iranian pilgrimages made Iranians furious about the incident, 
especially because we know what the Saudi Wahhabi position on the Iranian 
Shia is – considering them as infi dels – so a lack of apology from the authori-
ties just confi rmed our thinking of how they view us.38
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Before CBM can be implemented, a period of pre-negotiation must 
have laid the groundwork for a commitment to resolution of the confl ict at 
hand.39 Certainly, rather than solving the confl ict themselves, ‘CBMs consti-
tute building blocks which could provide operational substance to the notion 
of common security’.40 Th ey are ultimately meant as a ‘political demonstration 
of good will and common interest’41 and, as such, ‘only aff ect the margins of 
international confl ict’.42 Obviously, the severing of diplomatic relationships 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia in January 2016 hinders the eff ectiveness 
of CBMs regardless of the source. However, with the help of a third party, 
CBMs could help provide the fi rst step for restoring diplomatic relations, not 
necessarily preparing the scene for confl ict resolution negotiations. 

CBMs have three main objectives: to prevent escalation, initiate and 
deepen negotiations, and consolidate the process and its outcome.43 As 
Mason and Siegfried explain, 

the aim of CBMs is not to make people like each other or to address the root 
causes of confl ict. Rather, the idea is to help build a working trust by addressing 
easier issues, which will then allow parties to address the root causes of a confl ict 
through substantive negotiations. CBMs are therefore not an end in themselves, 
but rather useful steps in the ladder to negotiating and implementing peace 
agreements that address the key strategic concerns of the parties.44 

Even a ‘working’ relationship between Saudi Arabia and Iran is blurred 
by feelings, perceptions, and even historical events. Many Iranians and 
Saudis base their positions on stereotyping or superfi cial issues. For example, 
Iranians view themselves as coming from a civilisation thousands of years 
old, while states of only a few decades exist on the other side of the Gulf. 
Th e Arab Gulf states in turn see this attitude as evidence of Iranian arro-
gance and national chauvinism. Credible CBMs, again, are useful to try 
and shake these perceptions, replacing personal feelings with professional 
working relationships. 

Simon Mason and Matthias Siegfried determine fi ve types of CBMs: 
political, security sector, economic and environmental, social, and humani-
tarian and cultural. Political CBMs aim to lay the groundwork for political 
resolution of a confl ict through the creation of trust among parties involved, 
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focusing either on negotiations or on altering the political landscape to 
enhance the potential for successful negotiations.45 Ali Vaez of the Interna-
tional Crisis Group explains the trust issue saying, 

given the level of miscomprehension and mistrust between the two sides, 
it is crucial to complete track one negotiations with track two discussions 
and people to people exchanges at all levels. Confi dence building measures 
will be essential as many years of compiling distrust cannot be overturned 
overnight.46

Security sector CBMs, the fi rst type implemented, ‘focus on avoiding esca-
lation triggered by a misunderstanding of signals’.47 Security issues are thus 
used to lay the groundwork for a stronger relationship between the negotiating 
parties.48 Economic and environmental CBMs meanwhile 

focus on joint economic endeavors or activities dealing with natural resource 
management and environmental challenges. Opening trade routes can help 
to ease tensions and benefi t both actors. Co-operation over economic issues 
can often be a fi rst step in collaborating across confl ict lines.49 

Finally, social, humanitarian and cultural CBMs, often implemented before 
negotiations, tend to signal a willingness to undertake a peace process. In 
addition, they ‘help the aff ected population, but also provide confl ict parties 
with the fresh start that is needed if they seek to try negotiations’.50

Th e fi ve levels of CBMs (security, economics, environment, cultural 
and humanitarian) are relevant to varying degrees to the Iran–Saudi rivalry 
in the Gulf region. Each approach off ers a set of measures that can be 
taken to build trust and prepare the path for negotiation and confl ict reso-
lution. In the cultural or religious sphere, better collaboration between the 
two countries on the annual hajj (pilgrimage) – an issue that has created 
serious tension over the past three decades – could prepare the two sides 
for negotiation on other levels, such as the political, at a later date. Saudi 
Arabia could allow a larger involvement of Iran in the coordination of 
Iranian pilgrimages, potentially laying the seeds for trust to grow among 
the two sides. 

Indeed, cultural contributions to confi dence-building measures were also 
raised during the Soviet–US Cold War. Th e two parties agreed: ‘Th e two 
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sides reaffi  rm their intention to deepen cultural ties with one another and to 
encourage fuller familiarization with each other’s cultural values. Th ey will 
promote improved conditions for cultural exchanges and tourism.’51

Th e same logic applies to economic and environmental measures, where 
Iran, for example, could take the initiative to address environmental concerns 
that Saudi Arabia and the rest of the Gulf countries have regarding its nuclear 
activities; doing so would also send a powerful message about their willing-
ness to collaborate. Moreover, on the economic level, Saudi Arabia could use 
its infl uence in the international oil market to try and address low oil prices, 
something that Iran has traditionally accused Saudi Arabia of being behind. 
In this regard, Soviet–US counterparts in the Cold War were aware of the 
potential of economic CBMs, as they agreed, 

[t]he USA and the USSR regard commercial and economic ties as an impor-
tant and necessary element in the strengthening of their bilateral relations and 
thus will actively promote the growth of such ties. Th ey will facilitate coop-
eration between the relevant organizations and enterprises of the two coun-
tries and the conclusion of appropriate agreements and contracts, including 
long-term ones.52 

Th ough initiatives in the areas of culture, the environment and economics 
can help, CBMs in the areas of security and politics remain the most promis-
ing for a tangible outcome that may de-escalate tension between the two sides. 
Iran should start by launching an initiative that proves its seriousness about 
de-escalation and cooperating with Saudi Arabia. For example, Iran could use 
its leverage with the Houthis to stabilise Yemen, as Saudi Arabia considers 
stability in Yemen a core national security priority. 

Iran should realise that its ability to stabilise Yemen will help Tehran 
achieve the level of regional infl uence to which it aspires, winning what it has 
not been able to achieve through several years of war in Syria. Iran emerging 
as part of the solution will invite other countries, particularly Saudi Arabia, 
to deal with Tehran on that ground, which is the win-win situation that the 
region needs to defuse the prevailing tensions.

CBMs in this context should never be used as an alternative to a mean-
ingful confl ict resolution approach between Iran and Saudi Arabia that 
tackles the deep issues between the two parties. If a lack of trust is not at 
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the root of issues, CBMs can stall real change or resolution of confl icts 
and can distract from negotiations.53 CBMs are needed at this stage of this 
confl ict, however, because the mistrust between the two sides is consider-
able, making even initial negotiations all but impossible. Dialogue, track 
two diplomacy, and even formal mediation can all help in expanding the 
achievements of CBMs. As is the case in many world confl icts, any suc-
cessful resolution will require a multi-method approach that incorporates 
various strategies. 

Dialogue

Dialogue is another means by which confl ict resolution can be facilitated, 
as it builds trust and understanding among parties to a confl ict. Most such 
meetings ‘take the form of organized group encounters of a size that allow 
face-to-face communication. Th ey are usually conducted with persons below 
the top-leadership level. Th ey are therefore not so much offi  cial negotiations 
as a form of political preliminaries.’54 Indeed, like CBMs, dialogue ‘is meant 
to complement other forms of diplomatic or political processes, or lay the 
groundwork for future and more formal talks, not replace them’.55 In other 
words, ‘[a]s one popular formula puts it: “As long as you’re talking, you can’t 
be shooting.”’56 

In the context of the Iran–Saudi confl ict, dialogue is not expected to 
replace, contradict or duplicate the work of the CBMs discussed earlier, but 
rather to build on the progress made by CBMs to contribute to the larger 
containment strategy for the confl ict. Th is section discusses the prospects 
for a dialogue process, the conditions under which it might occur, and what 
form it could take to contribute to a de-escalation or containment phase of 
the Iran–Saudi confl ict.

Certain conditions must be present for a dialogue to begin, brokered 
through a third party. According to the UN Development Programme 
(UNDP), 

[w]hen violence, hate, and mistrust remain stronger than the will to forge a 
consensus, or if there is a signifi cant imbalance of power or a lack of political 
will among the participants, then the situation might not be ripe for dialogue. 
Moreover, participants must feel free to speak their minds without fear of 
retribution, or rejection.57 
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Indeed, in the case of violent confl ict or in states where major divisions 
remain, crafting a dialogue is particularly diffi  cult, especially as it takes the 
form of an ongoing process rather than a single meeting.58 Furthermore, 

[d]ialogue stresses a long-term perspective . . . To fi nd sustainable solutions 
requires time and patience. Th e process can be painstakingly slow and incre-
mental, lasting anywhere from ten minutes to ten years – one-off  interven-
tions very often do not work to address deeply-rooted causes of confl ict or to 
fully deal with complex issues.59

Challenges to Iranian–Saudi dialogue

Th ere is no doubt that the confl ict environment between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia off ers challenging conditions for the possibility of initiating a dia-
logue, which could explain why there has not been any structured or mean-
ingful dialogue between the two sides since the Iranian revolution in 1979. 
Th ere is deep mistrust as well as a lack of political will to build bridges, 
combined with barely concealed hatred and even violence (though still car-
ried out via proxies in the region) on both sides. Th e mistrust between the 
two sides can clearly be seen in the position of Jamal Khashoggi, who opined 
that Iran–Saudi dialogue would not necessarily stop Iran from using time to 
build militias in the Arab countries, ‘providing the Assad regime in Syria with 
barrel bombs and if they can, the Houthis in Yemen as well’.60

Mistrust can also mix with stereotypes to form an even stronger hindrance 
to dialogue. Many in the Arab Gulf see Iran as merely using negotiation as 
a tactic to bore their opponents, achieving gains once the other side loses 
interest. Proponents of this argument use an Iranian rug-making analogy: 
craftsmen can spend months and sometimes a year working to complete one 
piece, and so the Iranians could spend years patiently negotiating – without 
giving up – to achieve even small gains. 

Retribution on those involved in the dialogue also cannot be ruled out. Th is 
is particularly likely, given that both Iran and Saudi Arabia maintain highly cen-
tralised political systems where notably diff erent views of the government are 
not tolerated. Individuals can be punished and institutions can be shut down 
if they challenge the position of central government. Th is centralisation of the 
political position has aff ected previous eff orts at dialogue, including those held 
by Qatar University and Georgetown University in Doha. 
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Some Iranian participants came to the Doha-based workshops ready with 
talking points refl ecting the offi  cial Iranian position, and almost all of them – 
in some workshops there were ten participants – showed no real diff erence in 
position. Most issues raised in the workshops resulted in one position being 
held by the entire team and that position, to a large extent, matched the posi-
tion of the Iranian government.61 When asked about this, some observers in 
the workshop explained that Iranian participants worried that their positions 
would be communicated back to Tehran, which could lead to serious trouble 
for them. However, it should be mentioned that with time and trust develop-
ing within the workshop, some participants started to open up and be more 
engaging in their discussion on prospects of resolution. 

By the same token, potential Saudi participants refused to attend the dia-
logue sessions in the fi rst place. Some invited individuals refused because they 
did not believe in dialogue with the Iranians – those who ‘build armed militias 
in Arab countries’ – but others declined due to their (well-founded) fears of 
what they could face when they got back to Saudi Arabia. Talking to Iranians 
in a third country like Qatar before the GCC rift could lead Saudi participants 
to face interrogation and other forms of retribution back home. Furthermore, 
the position of the Saudi participants who did attend the workshop was not 
meaningfully diff erent from the that of the government, refl ecting the cen-
tralisation of the narrative on this confl ict.

Other challenges to a successful Iranian–Saudi dialogue certainly exist. In 
Khashoggi’s view, dialogue simply will not take place when each side thinks it 
can win, or as long as this confl ict is seen as a zero-sum game by both parties. 
Furthermore, as they are not fi ghting directly, neither party is truly feeling the 
cost of the confl ict. Saudis will refuse to talk to the Iranians as long as they are 
intervening in Syria; as Khashoggi put it, ‘ask Hezbollah and Iran to get out 
of Syria; then Saudi will talk. How do you talk to someone who is so adamant 
about causing all this death and destruction?’62

Another major challenge to beginning a dialogue between the two coun-
tries is a lack of understanding and empathy for each other’s positions, inter-
ests and needs. Certainly, Saudi Arabia’s view of Iran’s foreign policy is that it is 
mainly about aggression, intervention and meddling in domestic Arab aff airs, 
with its one objective being the ‘export of the revolution’. Th e mechanisms 
driving Iran’s foreign policy are too opaque to change this opinion. However, 
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since it came into existence in 1979, the Iranian regime has been sanctioned 
and threatened, mainly by the United States and Israel. Th ese measures have 
provoked vital security concerns for its survival and have also led to a psycho-
logical nervousness, especially when dealing with foreign aff airs. 

 Th e Iranian government’s survival mode has therefore driven its foreign 
policy behaviour to a large extent, and this has not given Tehran room to 
build a collaborative strategy with its neighbour that could be benefi cial (for 
example, economically) for both of them.  While Saudi Arabia demands an 
immediate and complete halt to Iran’s foreign policy involvement in the Arab 
region, it refuses to recognise the security concerns that are at least partially 
responsible for Iran’s behaviour. 

By the same token, Iran’s lack of empathy and understanding of Saudi 
Arabia’s position is clearly seen in its refusal to accept that its foreign policy 
is causing an ‘encirclement’ of Saudi Arabia, interpreted by that country as a 
major threat to its national security and the survival of its regime. Iran’s infl u-
ence in Iraq, Syria and Yemen covers three sides of Saudi Arabia’s borders. 
Iranian support of the Houthis’ coup in September 2014, in particular, sig-
nifi cantly exacerbated Saudi security concerns, as Riyadh saw only a powerful 
Iranian-backed armed militia emerging in control of security on its southern 
borders. By and large, the two parties are caught up in a vicious cycle of 
reproducing their own security concerns, which is exactly why dialogue is 
needed – and why it is challenging to establish. 

A major obstacle to dialogue between Iran and Saudi Arabia is both 
sides’ understanding that talks lead to concessions, which is something nei-
ther party is willing to provide. In other words, dialogue has not happened 
because both parties fear it might succeed. Of course, Saudi Arabia is not at 
all willing to compromise in Yemen since Iran is seen as having no right to be 
there, as noted by Khashoggi.63 ‘Iran must stop intervening in these places in 
the fi rst place so that dialogue can be successful,’ he said.64 Iran is not willing 
to give concessions either, which is why their calls for dialogue seem to be 
lacking credibility. Paul Salem argues, 

Zarif [Iran’s foreign minister] should be aware that any regional agreement 
will require fundamental policy shifts from Iran. It would mean giving up 
Hezbollah as an independent proxy army in Lebanon and channeling any 
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military aid through the Lebanese government . . . In short, it would mean 
a fundamental reversal of decades of Iranian policy. Can Rouhani or Zarif 
deliver such a change? If so, they will fi nd that the Arab states are eager to 
engage with such an Iran; if not, it is hard to see on what basis a regional 
dialogue could be launched.65 

What dialogue looks like

Despite these serious challenges, there is still hope for dialogue between 
Riyadh and Tehran. Alireza Yousef, head of the Politics and International 
Relations Institute in Tehran, explains, ‘we are neighbours and brothers. 
Let us have a constructive dialogue. How are we ready to talk to the Amer-
icans, Europeans, but not with our Iranian brothers to exchange views? 
Dr Zarif wrote four articles asking to talk face to face.’66 Seyed Hossein 
Mousavian adds to this by explaining his views of dialogue arguing, ‘we 
need diplomacy like what we did on Iranian nuclear crisis. Th e way for Iran 
and Saudi Arabia to have immediate direct negotiation on security issues, 
bilateral security issues, regional security issues, and try to have resolve the 
problem.’67 

Th ese Iranian statements are important because they express goodwill 
and an interest in dialogue and in reaching solutions via peaceful means. 
However, statements that are not supported by actions are never suffi  cient 
for parties to move from their positions. Only through actions can Iranians 
make their calls for dialogue credible. In his response to the prospect of open 
negotiations with Iran without preconditions, Khashoggi responds, 

No, we need the Iranians to act; Hussein [Mousavian] is talking peace and 
acting war. Iranians must get out, take their militias out of Syria as a goodwill. 
Th en we can sit with them and talk peace, and try to bring peace to Syria.68 

It is true that Iranian statements have generally lacked credibility, but nev-
ertheless they off er a clue as to how a dialogue might look. In his New York 
Times editorial, Iranian foreign minister Javad Zarif outlines the principles 
of dialogue:

regional dialogue should be based on generally recognized principles and 
shared objectives, notably respect for sovereignty, territorial integrity and 
political independence of all states; inviolability of international boundaries; 
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non-interference in internal aff airs; peaceful settlement of disputes; imper-
missibility of threat or use of force; and promotion of peace, stability, progress 
and prosperity in the region.69 

Th is vision sounds optimistic, and some might see it as unrealistic or even 
part of the government of Iran’s media campaign. Paul Salem, for example, 
explains, 

yet Iran is violating most of these principles in a large number of Arab coun-
tries. It arms and fi nances Hezbollah in Lebanon, arms and fi nances militias 
in Iraq, has sent its own military commanders and proxy militias to aid Assad 
in the barbaric opposite of ‘peaceful settlement of disputes’ with his own 
population, and has sent money and arms to the Houthi militia in Yemen, 
Hamas in Gaza, and other groups elsewhere.70

On the other hand, Qasem Mohebali – a former director general of the 
Iranian Ministry of Foreign Aff airs’ Middle East section – off ers a more realis-
tic view of how best Iran should approach dialogue with Saudi Arabia: 

Iran should assume a three-pronged approach. First, Iran should act nobly 
and should not threaten or use force against these countries. It might be 
true that these countries did not behave properly when Iran was under sanc-
tions, but at present, increasing tension is not in our best interest. Second, 
we should hold direct talks with each of these countries instead of using a 
mediator. Th ird, we should engage in dialogue with Saudi Arabia. Saudi 
Arabia plays an undeniable role in the regional equations. We might have dis-
agreements with Riyadh, but the most pragmatic thing is to try and manage 
these confl icts. We should try to decrease the tension between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia and bring it to a controllable level.71 

While some Iranian analysts and politicians take a somewhat idealistic 
approach to dialogue, Saudi Arabia and the other Arab Gulf states generally 
want to see concrete action before talks begin. Iranian statements frequently 
mention the benefi ts of dialogue and the need for collaboration between the 
‘brothers’ and ‘neighbours’ of the Gulf region. Kuwait professor and politi-
cal analyst Abdullah Al-Shayji argues, ‘it is only the dialogue of power that 
works with Iran’.72 Jamal Khashoggi, on the other hand, is sceptical about 
the chances of dialogue with Iran but he concedes that if dialogue is to 
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happen, it has to be an ‘assertive dialogue’.73 ‘We need intervention not to 
dictate but to provide assurances.’74

Gulf experts’ scepticism regarding a potential dialogue with Iran stretches to 
include not only reservation about the process of dialogue – as raised by Al-Shayji 
and Khashoggi – but even to the outcome of such a dialogue. A Kuwaiti Shia 
intellectual said the following about the initiatives that were sometimes launched 
to bring Sunnism and Shiism closer to each other, ‘there is nothing called bring-
ing the sects closer. It does not exist in real life. What we need is co-existence.’75 
It might sound frustrating to lose faith in the two parties becoming closer, but 
at least the speaker acknowledges that the end goal of dialogue can be simply 
co-existence rather than resolving the confl ict outright. 

Zones of Peace, a Non-Aligned Movement for the 
Iran–Saudi Cold War

One way to battle a fi re is to remove fl ammable objects from its path. 
While this practice does not directly put out the fi re, it crucially prevents 
it from spreading, improving chances of eventually controlling or extin-
guishing the fi re completely. Th e zones-of-peace concept follows a similar 
logic, preventing a confl ict from expanding to new territories, countering 
polarisation, and subsequently presenting potential intervention and con-
fl ict resolution eff orts. In the context of the Iran–Saudi confl ict, zones of 
peace would encourage countries in the region to shield themselves from a 
spill-over of the confl ict, disengage from polarisation, and build a culture 
of peace that could potentially contribute to confl ict de-escalation and 
peacebuilding.76 

Jawaharlal Nehru fi rst raised the notion of an ‘area of peace’ in the early 
1950s, when he began to deal with Asian, African and Middle Eastern coun-
tries emerging from colonial rule. As he explained to the Lok Sabha (the lower 
house of India’s parliament) in 1953, he was not trying to create a ‘third force’ 
to compete with the Cold War powers blocs, but rather 

an area where peace might, perhaps, subsist, even if war was declared. Th at 
would be good, of course, for the countries there, but would be good for 
the world too, because the area would exercise some infl uence, when a crisis 
came, on avoidance of war.77
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In 1955, the Bandung conference in Indonesia brought together twenty-
nine countries and represented the fi rst large-scale Asia–Africa summit – in 
line with Nehru’s vision to work independently from a Cold War context. 
Most of the participants were newly independent states, intent on promot-
ing economic and cultural cooperation among themselves and opposing any 
form of colonialism by any country. In addition, in 1961, the non-aligned 
movement was formally established in Belgrade, a testimony to the success 
of Nehru’s vision, along with his co-founders: Tito in the former Yugoslavia 
and Naser in Egypt.

Th e new Middle East cold war resembles the US–USSR Cold War 
(1945–90) in many ways, most importantly in the high level of polarisation 
of the surrounding environments. Polarisation puts tremendous pressure on 
regional actors to take a side, in this case either with Iran or Saudi Arabia. 
Divisive statements like ‘you are either with us or against us’, used by George 
Bush after the 9/11 attacks, can start to dominate diplomatic rhetoric. Pres-
sure from Riyadh and Tehran on other regional powers to join their side will 
always mount with every development in the crisis; however, yielding to the 
pressure will help neither Iran nor Saudi Arabia.  Regional actors should not 
surrender to such pressure because, if they do, these states will become the 
new battlegrounds of the cold war, the ‘fuel’ to the confl ict ‘fi re’.

What the Middle East regional order needs today is a non-aligned move-
ment – or a ‘peace zone’ – that resists polarisation and alliance formation, 
serves as an impartial territory for the confl ict primary parties to meet in, and 
exerts pressure on Iran and Saudi Arabia to refrain from meddling in other 
countries’ internal aff airs. Th e emergence of a non-aligned movement would 
prevent a concentration of power within any one country at the expense of 
another. Th is would address one of the root causes of the current Iran–Saudi 
cold war – the imbalance of power in the regional order that was created after 
the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the signifi cant infl uence that Iran 
gained as a result. 

In response to the dangerous escalation in Iran–Saudi rivalry, the most 
urgent task facing other countries in the region will be to resist pressure to 
join one of the two main blocs. Th e example of Yemen highlights how being 
dragged into the polarisation can deeply damage not only the country itself 
but the centres of the confl ict (Riyadh and Tehran) as well. 
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Up until 2014, the Yemeni confl ict was confi ned largely to Yemeni politi-
cal actors.  However, with the Houthis launching a coup against the central 
government and publicly allying themselves with Iran, neighbouring Saudi 
Arabia was provoked to join the confl ict – as it saw Iran’s presence on its 
southern borders as a security threat – leading to one of the most destructive 
wars in Yemen’s recent history. Yemen emerged as the biggest loser in this 
confl ict, but Iran has also had to fund a brutal civil war – on the Houthi 
side – and Saudi Arabia, with some regional partners, has been funding an 
unnecessary war for years. Yemen’s strategic interest would have been upheld 
by strictly distancing itself from both Iran and Saudi Arabia and in preserving 
its own sovereignty and independence, or what we call here having its own 
zone of peace or non-aligned status within the Iran–Saudi rivalry. 

A more extreme case even than Yemen, Lebanon has been a battleground 
for the Iran–Saudi rivalry since the early 1980s. Lebanon has been struc-
turally linked to the Iran–Saudi confl ict, with major political parties like 
Hezbollah – originally formed by an Iranian decision – linking its policies to 
Tehran, and al-Mustaqbal linking its policies to Riyadh. Th ere is an almost 
equal division between the political parties within Lebanon, with the March 
14 alliance receiving support from Riyadh and the March 8 alliance strongly 
backed by Tehran. Iran’s expansion of infl uence in the region has linked the 
political future of Lebanon to that of the Iran–Saudi cold war. 

On many occasions in the past decades, Lebanon has lost its sovereign 
decision-making ability to one or both of the central powers of the Iran–
Saudi rivalry. One example was the country’s inability to elect a president 
for almost twenty-nine months (May 2014–October 2016). During this 
period, parliament met for over forty-fi ve sessions until Tehran was fi nally 
able to impose its ally, Michael Aoun, scoring important points in its rivalry 
with Saudi Arabia.78 In order for Lebanon to become a zone of peace for 
this regional confl ict, the Lebanese themselves fi rst and foremost will have to 
decide how to disengage from this confl ict. Th ey need to reach a point where 
they are no longer forced to incur the cost of running a proxy confl ict. Th eir 
political understanding will have to develop fi rst, which will then allow them 
to proceed towards disengagement. A zone of peace ‘exists as a state of mind 
before its physical dimensions take shape’,79 as Wallace Warfi eld argues. 

Given its strong link to both primary confl ict parties, Lebanon is unlikely 
to disengage from the regional rivalry in the foreseeable future, as the past 
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three decades have shown. Lebanon’s only means of disengaging from the 
confl ict is either by structurally changing its political institutions or if the 
centres of confl ict – Riyadh and Tehran – abandon Beirut (something similar 
to when the collapse of the Soviet Union released a number of developing 
countries from their link to the Cold War). Th erefore, Lebanon is not a can-
didate to become a zone of peace in the near future. 

To a certain extent, Iraq has followed in the steps of Lebanon by forging 
a strong alliance with Tehran, especially at the governmental level, and thus 
is becoming another key battleground for the rivalry in question. Th is is a 
fatal mistake for all involved – Iraq, Iran and Saudi Arabia. On the one hand, 
Iraq has linked the stability of its political future to that of the Iran–Saudi 
cold war, which does not seem likely to end anytime soon. On the other 
hand, however, Iraq joining Iran’s bloc has only whetted Iran’s appetite for 
further expansion in the region and further provoked Saudi Arabia, as the 
issue becomes a serious national security threat to Riyadh. All parties sink 
deeper in the confl ict, wasting their resources and causing further misery, 
underdevelopment and chaos throughout the entire region. 

No other factor could calm the Iran–Saudi confl ict more than Iraq dis-
engaging from the confl ict and becoming a zone of peace. Th is would entail 
complete independence from the infl uence of Tehran and Riyadh and a truly 
impartial role of Baghdad, providing a space for the two rival neighbours to 
meet and bridge the gap between them. Th is would also, notably, be in the 
interest of Iraq itself. In this scenario, Iran’s appetite for further expansion 
would be curbed because the geographical continuity with its other allies, 
Syria and Lebanon – or what Jordan’s King called ‘the Shia Crescent’ back 
in 2004 – would be broken, and Saudi Arabia’s security fears would be less-
ened.80 As a result, both Iran and Saudi Arabia’s objectives would be more 
rationalised and become closer to dialogue and reaching solutions. Whether 
Iraq can become a zone of peace depends on whether its political leadership 
decides to take this path – it is time for Iraq to try other avenues, and this is 
defi nitely one worth taking. Nevertheless, Iraqi protesters’ burning of Iran’s 
consulate in Basra in 2018 and attack on the consulate in Karbala in 2019 
should send a strong message to both the Iranian and Iraqi leadership that the 
people will not accept being used in this rivalry forever.

Unlike Yemen, Lebanon and Iraq, Oman has maintained its own ‘peace 
zone’ in relation to the Iran–Saudi confl ict. Historically, Oman has insisted 
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on remaining neutral in this confl ict and keeping good relations with both 
parties. Oman was and remains a founding member of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) – established in 1981 to counter ‘Iran’s threat’ to the region – 
yet also facilitated confl ict resolution eff orts with Iran. One of Oman’s major 
mediation successes was paving the way for the signing of the nuclear agree-
ment between Iran and the West – fi nally signed on 14 July 2015 – that 
contributed to distancing the Gulf region from what could have been an 
enormously destructive war.81 

To a lesser degree when compared to Oman, Kuwait and Qatar have also 
tried to maintain a relatively balanced position towards Iran – their own 
‘peace zone’ – while slightly tilting towards Saudi Arabia. Kuwait has not 
encountered serious challenges to its relationship with Iran ‘partly due to its 
sizable Shia community, which acts as an infl uential pro-Iran lobby’.82 Qatar, 
on the other hand, publicly supported the nuclear deal between Iran and the 
P5+1, as evidenced by foreign minister Khaled al-Attiyah praising the deal, 
stating that he was ‘confi dent that what they undertook makes this region 
safer and more stable’.83 

After the Iranian attack on Saudi Arabia’s embassy in Tehran in protest 
of its execution of Saudi Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr, Riyadh immediately cut 
diplomatic relations with Tehran.84 While countries like Bahrain and Sudan 
immediately followed Saudi Arabia’s lead, Kuwait and Qatar responded by 
only recalling their ambassadors to Iran.85 It was not a coincidence that in 
February 2017 Iranian president Hasan Rouhani paid presidential visits to 
Oman and Kuwait, ‘to consult with Oman to look at ways that Iran can 
remove the hostility that exists with other Arab regional countries’ according 
to an Iranian diplomat in Muscat.86 

Unfortunately, countries of the region are increasingly joining the con-
fl ict rather than disengaging from it. For example, Yemen joined in 2014 
and Iraq in 2003, while attempts to disengage Syria from the Iranian bloc 
after the Arab Spring did not make any progress. Th is increased regional 
polarisation makes the need for a non-aligned movement more urgent than 
ever before, particularly as a means of countering this dangerous trend of 
escalation or ‘confl ict enlargement’.87 If this trend continues, the region will 
experience more violence as seen in Syria, Yemen and Iraq. While completely 
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reversing it may not be easy to achieve, the mere disruption of this trend of 
escalation will lead to confl ict containment and assist in its resolution in the 
long run. 

Of course, it is not easy to maintain peace zones in highly polarised 
confl icts. Th e pressure on countries in this region will be enormous as the 
race between the primary parties – Iran and Saudi Arabia – becomes more 
intense. Indeed, ‘[t]he most signifi cant current source of division among the 
GCC states relates to Iran’s role in the Middle East’s evolving geopolitical 
order’.88 As an example, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain and Egypt imposed 
a sea, land and airspace blockade on Doha in May 2017 to try to change its 
policies, particularly in relation to Iran. One of the major demands of the 
Saudi-led group blockading Qatar was for the latter to end its relationship 
with Iran.89 However, Doha responded by restoring full diplomatic relations 
with Tehran and returned its ambassador, previously withdrawn in sympa-
thy with Saudi Arabia in the aftermath of the embassy attack. Economic 
cooperation between Qatar and Iran has improved as a result of the block-
ade. Qatar’s strategy has been to improve relations with Iran since it now 
needs to use Iranian airspace and import food products, but this relationship 
has not evolved into an Iranian–Qatari alliance against Saudi Arabia. Qatar 
knows that Saudi Arabia is a permanent neighbour and will always be key 
to its national security strategy and so the closeness with Iran will have to be 
balanced as well.

Th e level of involvement of other countries in the rivalry varies. Beyond 
those who have taken clear sides, countries like Oman, Kuwait, Qatar and 
Jordan take a more cautious approach. Jordan’s foreign minister Nasser Judeh 
called for a dialogue with Iran when he visited Tehran in 2015.90 Such state-
ments give hope for potential moderation of the confl ict through peace zones 
and non-alignment, brought about in part by the independent actions of 
other countries in the region. 

As discussed earlier, the idea of a non-aligned movement is not intended 
to be a passive approach to the confl ict. Instead, it is expected to take an 
impartial approach to dealing with the confl icts of the region rather than 
disengaging entirely. Saudi Arabia, understandably, will expect a solid alli-
ance from its Gulf neighbours to fi ght Iran and stop its ‘aggression’ towards 
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Arab countries. In fact, that is exactly the kind of impartial role these coun-
tries might take if they are convinced that is in fact what Iran is doing. 
Countries acting in this capacity would be better able to help Saudi Arabia 
contain Iran’s expansion than playing the role of closely allied countries. 
Similarly, Iran’s goal of building good relations with other countries in the 
region can also be facilitated by the peace zone. If such a non-aligned group 
builds high levels of credibility by being truly impartial, it will be able to 
help facilitate, build bridges, and even help Iran achieve the good relations 
that it claims to seek. 
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4
Confl ict Resolution

The previous chapter discussed approaches to managing, containing and 
preventing a further escalation of the confl ict between Riyadh and 

Tehran. In this chapter, several approaches are proposed to fi nd potential 
solutions to the confl ict. While some approaches are proposed to address 
matters of the Iran–Saudi rivalry in the short term, others focus on long-term 
solutions that deal primarily with the underlying causes and conditions of the 
confl ict. Only by adequately responding to the root causes of the rivalry can 
lasting stability, collaboration and rapprochement between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia be achieved. 

Restoring the Regional Order’s Balance of Power

It is generally argued that the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 created an 
imbalance of power between Iran and its Gulf neighbours, since the inva-
sion led Baghdad to shift its regional allegiance to Tehran. Th us, in order 
to resolve the confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia, the balance of power 
between the two must be restored. 

Balance of power theory in international relations presumes that the 
more equal states are in terms of global power, the less likely they are to 
come into confl ict. In essence, the theory ‘rests on two critical variables: (1) 
the distribution of power among the states of the system and (2) the alliance 
confi guration’.1 Th e notion of no predominance, then, forms a critical part 
of the balance of power theory.2 As Morton Kaplan explains, 

[t]he system tends to be maintained by the fact that even should any nation 
desire to become predominant itself, it must, to protect its own interests, 
act to prevent any other nation from accomplishing such an objective. 
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Like Adam Smith’s ‘unseen hand’ of competition, the international system 
is policed informally by self-interest, without the necessity of a political 
subsystem.3

Critical to such a balance is ‘a relatively equal balance of military power’.4 
Certainly, if one state is obviously stronger than others in terms of military 
capabilities, it is able to prey on the weaker states to gain greater power in the 
global system. If states have somewhat equal military abilities, however, they 
are less likely to enter into confrontations. Th e same can be said for other 
types of resources: 

Th e power balance model of confl ict . . . gives a rationale for the often 
made assumptions and observations that the probability of manifest confl ict 
between two parties tends to increase as the parties become more equal in 
power resources. It does also lead to the not so obvious prediction that the 
risk for manifest confl ict is greatest not when the parties are equal in power 
resources but rather when one of them has some edge in power resources over 
the other.5

Such a balance of global power is said to lead to peace due to the fact that 
rational choice logic dictates that actors, before beginning a confl ict, will take 
into account the fact that neighbouring states have equal capabilities.6 Th is 
balance becomes undone, however, with the entry of a state actor that ‘does 
not play according to the rules of the game, such as one whose essential rules 
are oriented toward the establishment of some form of supranational politi-
cal organization’.7 Incorrect or incomplete information about other states’ 
capabilities and posturing can also lead a national actor to act outside of the 
arranged order.8 Also, due to the dynamic nature of state-to-state relations, 
if one state increases its capabilities vis-à-vis its neighbours, the balance falls 
apart.9 In such a situation, logistics of this balancing process can also prove 
diffi  cult and lead to its unravelling.10 Ultimately, this model represents an 
ideal type that rarely exists in reality, due to the vast inequalities in the global 
system and diffi  culty in ascertaining states’ military might from the outside. 
Furthermore, if such a balance did exist, it would likely be only short-lived, 
considering the dynamism of the global system; it is not as static in nature as 
this model would lead us to believe.
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In 1988, Iran’s Supreme Leader, Khomeini, made his famous statement 
on ending the war with Iraq: ‘Taking this decision was more deadly than 
taking poison. I submitted myself to God’s will and drank this drink for 
his satisfaction.’11 With this, Iran accepted not only the end of its ‘export-
ing the revolution’ policy (at least temporarily) but, most importantly, the 
altered characteristics of a balanced regional order between Tehran and its 
Arab neighbours; as a result, the relationship between Iran and Saudi Arabia 
improved considerably in the following decade. However, it is generally 
believed that the current waves of tension between Iran and its Arab neigh-
bours, especially in the Gulf region, began with the shift of the regional 
order to Iran’s advantage after the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 and 
the removal of the Saddam Hussein regime. Th e replacement of an antago-
nistic government in Baghdad with one friendly to Tehran certainly gave 
Iran a stronger position within the regional order, with a continuity of 
infl uence starting in Iran through Iraq, Syria and Lebanon via Hezbollah. 
Th is rebalancing led Jordan’s King Abdullah II to warn against a dominant 
Shia infl uence, calling this continuity the ‘Shia Crescent’.12 I t should be 
noted that this ‘Crescent’ arcs above the entire northern border area of Saudi 
Arabia, which Riyadh sees as a threat to its national security. Th us, in order 
to bring the current Iran–Saudi rivalry – or battle for infl uence – to an end, 
the regional order will need to be rebalanced again. 

How to restore the balance is certainly not an easy question. Scholars 
of Gulf and Middle East politics provide varying views on how this could 
be done. Fatima al-Smadi, an Iran scholar at Al Jazeera Center for Studies, 
argues that Saudi Arabia will not be able to restore the balance of power in the 
region without taking Iraq back to the Arab side: ‘No rapprochement is pos-
sible without Iraq. Th e Arabs must retake Iraq and that is when rapproche-
ment becomes possible.’13 However, Iran considers maintaining infl uence in 
Iraq part of its national security strategy, whether against Saudi Arabia or 
others. In this regard, Keynoush argues, 

Th e safety of Iran’s borders was best guaranteed if power in Iraq was shared 
among multiple political groups, and ideally if Baghdad was run by Shi’i factions 
with varying political orientations, to allow Iran to infl uence them more easily to 
secure their compliance in facing any potentially hostile trends against Tehran.14
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Exacerbating the concerns of Saudi Arabia about Iranian expansion 
in Iraq, senior Iranian politicians do not hide their ambitions to control 
Iraq. In the words of Ali Younesi, a top advisor to Iran’s President Hassan 
Rouhani, ‘Iran is once again an empire whose infl uence extends to Iraq 
and beyond.’ He added that, ‘[a]t the moment, Iraq is the bastion of our 
civilization. It is also our identity, culture and capital and this is true now 
as it was in the past.’15

Th is line of thinking indicates the extent to which Iraq is critical in rebal-
ancing the regional order. In fact, one way to rebalance the regional power 
is to accept that Iraq must be independent from the infl uence of both Iran 
and Saudi Arabia – as well as from the United States. Until Iraq regains its 
uncompromised sovereignty, it will continue to be a battleground for both 
regional and international powers. Iraqi independence is critically impor-
tant not only to rebalancing power between Iran and Saudi Arabia but even 
more so for its own national interest. By allying with one party over the 
other, Iraq is working against its own national interest no matter how much 
support it is receiving from any outside actor. Its reliance on outside actors 
is probably one reason that Iraq continued to struggle for years with a civil 
war and various types of instability: none of the interested parties (Iran, 
Saudi Arabia, the United States) is ready to give Iraq up. Iraqi independence 
is therefore more important than ever, as its ability to rid itself of external 
infl uence would position the country strongly to provide a bridge between 
Tehran and Riyadh and thus become a unifi er of the two rivals rather than 
a divider. An independent Iraq has huge potential to take a regional role in 
impacting the centre of the Iran–Saudi cold war, and refl ecting onto other 
areas of instability in the region. Iraq has large Shia and Sunni communities; 
a harmonious relationship between the two groups would send out a strong 
message and perhaps calm sectarian tension in the region. Furthermore, Iraq 
has the resources to play a regional role: it has a rich history that links the 
two parts of the Muslim world and even geographically bridges Iran, Saudi 
Arabia and the rest of the Arab region. 

Unfortunately, Iraq has not demonstrated credible signs of independence 
from Iran or the United States. W ith Iran, there is an ideological factor at 
play. Iraqi groups like the Islamic Dawa Party, led by Nouri Al-Maliki, which 
are Shia-based, have been historically allied with Iran; since the removal of 
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Saddam Hussein from power in 2003, the relationship between Dawa and 
Tehran has only become stronger. By the same token, Iraqi independence 
from American control, especially on the security side, has not been realised, 
and Iraq’s foreign policy remains aff ected by the security agenda of the United 
States in the Gulf region. In other words, since Iraq’s independence in secu-
rity and foreign policy seems unlikely in the foreseeable future, Saudi Arabia 
will need to look for other ways to balance the regional order with Iran. 

Saudi Arabia understands that Iraq will not return to playing the same 
role it had during the days of Saddam Hussein. Th e alternative, according to 
Jamal Khashoggi, is a Syria more closely aligned with Saudi Arabia. He argues 
that Iran won Iraq after the American invasion in 2003, and Saudi Arabia 
therefore cannot aff ord to waste this opportunity – the Syrian revolution – to 
claim Syria, which is a natural ally given its Sunni majority.16 He adds, 

the Iranians saw the US invasion as an opportunity to fulfi l their expansion-
ary agenda and they did not hesitate in taking it. Saudi now sees the civil war 
in Syria as a similar opportunity to tip the balance of power in its favour. Syria 
is an Arab country that lies very close to Saudi’s northern border. A large por-
tion of Saudi’s trade goes through Syria. It has a Sunni majority. In addition, 
Saudis also have tribal and family links with the Syrians. If the Iranians were 
to stay, they would have to consistently use force to subjugate the population. 
Th is is something Saudi cannot allow.17

Th eoretically, Syria can replace Iraq in rebalancing the regional order 
should it move from the Iranian camp to that of Saudi Arabia. Not only 
would such a move cut off  Iran logistically from its powerful ally Hezbollah, 
in Lebanon, but would also disrupt the ‘Shia Crescent’ that Iran has aimed 
to build since 2003. In practical terms, however, Syria after the 2011 revolu-
tion has changed substantially. Syria has been weakened to the extent that 
it has lost control over its own territories. Instead of playing a regional role 
in balancing the regional order, it has become a battleground not only for 
an Iran–Saudi rivalry, but for many other regional and international forces 
that took part in controlling Syria, including Russia, the United States, 
Turkey, ISIS, Kurdish factions, and several other forces with boots on the 
ground. Obviously, Iran lost portions of its infl uence in Syria after the revo-
lution, as it was forced to share control with other regional and international 
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players, while in the past it had Syria fully on its side. In other words, relying 
on Syria to rebalance the regional order is not a very realistic option; even 
if the regime collapses and the revolutionaries win, post-war recovery is a 
process that takes years or even decades, and at every stage there is the threat 
of sliding back into violence. Syria will be a burden to whichever regional 
power claims control after the civil war, as it will require hundreds of billions 
of dollars for reconstruction. So, countries other than Syria are likelier to 
rebalance the regional order. 

Professor Arshin Adib-Moghaddam, Chair of the Centre for Iranian Studies 
at the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) in London, suggests 
almost a diff erent approach to rebalancing the regional order and to ending 
the Iran–Saudi rivalry. He argues for building a security system in the Gulf 
that involves not only Iran and Saudi Arabia but also the United States: 

in the future, the order in the Persian Gulf may resemble what former Presi-
dent Nixon termed the ‘dual pillar’ policy in the 1970s which relied upon 
Saudi Arabia and the Shah’s Iran to safeguard regional security. Of course, 
times have changed, and both Iran and Saudi Arabia are unlikely to create 
any unnecessary dependencies on Washington DC. But in the end this dip-
lomatic crisis has to be addressed within a wider diplomatic context which 
requires the presence of the European Union and the United States. Iran and 
Saudi Arabia have an interest in regional security and if there is a concerted 
move in that direction both countries would follow suit. Th is may be the time 
to call for an Organization for Peace and Cooperation in West Asia along the 
lines of the OSCE which helped to pacify Europe after two world wars. I am 
in no doubt that such an initiative is viable and timely. To that end, the dip-
lomatic presence of the EU and the United States is required.18

Th e ‘twin pillars’ policy worked in the 1970s mainly because all three par-
ties – the United States, Iran and Saudi Arabia – had one common enemy 
during the Cold War– the USSR – whose defeat was a national security 
interest for all. No similar common enemy exists in the present day. Indeed, 
today, each country defi nes its national security interest in a very diff erent 
way to each other, and in fact from the way it was defi ned in the 1970s. Iran 
is a close ally of Moscow today, while Saudi Arabia sees the biggest threat to 
its national security as the ‘exporting of the revolution’ from Tehran.
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In theory, an American presence in the Gulf region should be able to 
balance all parties involved in the Gulf security system; it can deter Iranian 
expansion in the region and at the same time protect the Gulf monarchies. 
Even practically, the American security umbrella has contributed to the rela-
tive stability of the Gulf region and contained what could have been a more 
acute security confrontation. However, this arrangement has been in place 
since the end of the Cold War in 1990, while the region has recently become 
increasingly unstable, raising questions about the effi  ciency of a security sys-
tem that is reliant on the United States. Th e major problem in rebalancing 
through a US security role in the Gulf region is that the US presence is a 
problem in itself, and so too is its absence. Both American presence and 
absence shift security dynamics signifi cantly in a way that yields confl ict and 
instability. Th e United States can be too powerful – where its presence under-
mines security assurances of some parties like Iran – yet a US absence triggers 
Iran’s appetite for expansion, control and hegemony. Rebalancing the Middle 
East regional order through American involvement has three major prob-
lems, for the United States, Iran and Saudi Arabia.

First, the United States. American presence is already strong in the 
region, yet it has not made the Iran–Saudi cold war any less vicious. More 
importantly, it is not certain that Washington itself under the Trump 
administration is interested in taking an active security role in the Gulf 
region. Th ere is already an intense debate within the scholarly community 
about whether American foreign policy is in retreat in the Middle East 
or whether a commitment still exists to engineering the security architec-
ture of the region. Former Secretary of State Hillary Clinton’s Pivot-to-Asia 
argument is testimony to American foreign policy’s hesitation to long-term 
commitment in the Middle East. In her words, ‘[t]he future of politics will 
be decided in Asia, not Afghanistan or Iraq, and the United States will be 
right at the center of the action’.19

Without going into too much detail about this debate, it can be safely 
stated that there is no consensus across diff erent American administrations 
about the country’s role in mediating between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Th e 
Obama administration, for example, signed the nuclear deal with Iran inde-
pendently from Saudi Arabia; President Obama later stated that Saudi Arabia 
needs to share the region with Iran. He told Th e Atlantic :
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Th e competition between the Saudis and the Iranians, which has helped 
to feed proxy wars and chaos in Syria and Iraq and Yemen, requires the 
U.S. to say to our friends, as well as to the Iranians, that they need to fi nd 
an eff ective way to share the neighborhood and institute some sort of 
cold peace.20 

However, this scenario changed substantially under the Trump administra-
tion, which forged an open alliance with Saudi Arabia during the Riyadh 
summit in May 2017 that emphasised huge arms sales to Saudi Arabia as well 
as, perhaps even more importantly, uniting to confront Iranian power in the 
region. President Trump went even further by withdrawing from the nuclear 
deal with Iran and imposing the harshest sanctions ever against Tehran – 
a policy that likely resulted from Saudi Arabia being a pillar of this new 
American policy towards Iran.

Second, Iran. American involvement exacerbates the root causes of the 
Iran–Saudi regional rivalry through a heavy American military presence in the 
Gulf that contributes to the tension in the fi rst place, at least from an Iranian 
perspective. For Iran, American bases in the Gulf present a direct threat to 
its national interest and necessitate the pursuit of an independent security 
strategy to protect itself from the ‘American–Saudi alliance’ against Tehran. 
An American presence in the Gulf can never reassure Iran – at least under 
the current leadership – for many reasons, including the fact that this pres-
ence prevents Tehran from pursuing its objective of being a decision-making 
regional power. Iran will therefore continue to pursue a strategy of neutralis-
ing the American deterrence in order to prevail or at least share with the other 
regional powers in guarding the regional security order. 

Th ird, Saudi Arabia. American military presence in the Gulf is equally 
problematic for Saudi Arabia. Over the past decades, this presence has created 
a high level of ‘security dependency’ from Saudi Arabia towards Washington. 
Saudi Arabia has not been able to build an independent security strategy to 
protect itself from the ‘Iranian expansion’ without mainly relying on Ameri-
can help. Th is dependency has left Riyadh vulnerable to political changes, 
lobbying, and other political development in Washington, DC. Saudi Arabia 
must establish its own security strategy so that it may stand on its own, rather 
than remaining dependent on a controversial American presence in the 
region, which is subject to change with each presidential election. 
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Th is discussion takes us to our proposed solution to rebalancing with Iran 
through developing Saudi Arabia’s own power – possibly with neighbouring 
Gulf states – rather than relying on others like the United States, Iraq or Syria 
to do so. Th e Gulf Cooperation Council in 1981 was built on the premise 
that Gulf countries must unite to counter the power of Iran and its attempts 
to ‘export its revolution’. Despite the progress the GCC has made in a number 
of areas, the Council has not yet been able to fully build its own security strat-
egy without relying on external vendors. In this regard, Professor Abdullah 
Al Shayji, a Gulf studies expert at Kuwait University, suggests that it is what 
he calls ‘the balance of terror’ that will resolve the confl ict with Iran.21 Accord-
ingly, ‘Iran should be deterred in order to engage in meaningful solutions’. H e 
adds that, as with the US–USSR Cold War, where it was only the ‘balance 
of terror’ that deterred parties on both sides and ultimately forced them to 
engage in peacemaking, in his view, the Arab–Iranian cold war will be resolved 
in a similar way.22

No matter how strong the alliances are that Saudi Arabia can build, whether 
with the US or other players, there will never be a sustainable alternative to 
building its own security strategy that relies mostly on its own power if the 
goal is countering Iranian power. Developing its own self-suffi  cient powerbase 
will allow for a balance of power between Riyadh and Tehran, which is a situ-
ation likely conducive to reaching confl ict settlement. In situations of power 
imbalance, as described above, the powerful party loses incentive to make con-
cessions to reach solutions. Th e moment that Saudi Arabia is able to face Iran 
without the help of the United States, a solution to the rivalry and other forms 
of proxy wars becomes possible. Saudi Arabia has made signifi cant progress in 
this area with regards its air force, which is said to balance or exceed that of 
Iran. Nevertheless, there is much more to be done.

One last approach to rebalancing the regional order and ending the 
rivalry is through the expansion of the order itself to include new infl uential 
players, especially from neighbouring countries. Th at is, instead of looking 
at a regional order that contains only Iran and neighbouring Arab states, 
countries like Turkey and Pakistan could also be part of a political sys-
tem that covers West Asia and North Africa (WANA). In this regard, Jane 
Kinninmont explains, ‘the increasing interest of rising Asian powers . . . 
could represent an opportunity to reconceptualize Gulf security not as the 
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burden or asset of a superpower, but as a “global public good” that should 
be governed multilaterally’.23

WANA is of critical importance as Turkey and Pakistan are essential parts 
of the larger political and security architecture of West Asia. Both parties are 
involved to a large extent in the Iran–Saudi rivalry. Several dimensions of 
their foreign policy intersect with key aspects of Iranian and Arab confl icts; 
they are by no means separated from developments in Syria, Iraq and Yemen. 
Terrorism and sectarianism are also at the core of Pakistan and Turkey’s 
national security matters. Equally importantly, if direct war between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia broke out, both Turkey and Pakistan would have to take 
sides, since such a development would present a direct threat to their national 
interest. Turkey was the fi rst country to be directly aff ected by the civil war 
in Syria through the infl ow of refugees and incidences of terrorism, making 
its direct involvement inevitable. Pakistan has historically relied on generous 
fi nancial support from Saudi Arabia but at the same time does not want to 
engage in a confl ict with Iran – with which Pakistan shares 909 kilometres 
of borders. Sectarianism, an issue at the core of Iran–Saudi rivalry, has been 
a source of instability and there has been a history of violent attacks between 
Sunni and Shia groups. 

Th e incorporation of Turkey and Pakistan into a larger regional order like 
WANA would fundamentally shift the equation from Iran–Arab rivalry to a 
totally new arrangement where Pakistan’s primary interest would be the bal-
ance of this new system, meaning that it would not have to choose between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia. Th eir incorporation into the new system would create 
a new venue for building political alliances and potentially ending the state 
of polarisation between Arabs and Iranians or Sunnis and Shias. Countries of 
the size and power of Turkey and Pakistan are unlikely to be absorbed by the 
current polarisation and thus can more easily maintain independent foreign 
policies to mitigate confl ict. It should be noted that Pakistan in particular, as 
a nuclear state, has strong potential to act as a stabilising force for this new 
system, which is another reason that WANA could prove to be an alterna-
tive option to the current rivalry. Finally, Pakistan and Turkey are part of the 
region and are there to stay. Unlike the US presence in the region, which 
is dependent on military bases, Turkey and Pakistan have the sustainability 
factor to achieve a more balanced regional security order. 
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Any successful attempt to rebalance the regional order will have to 
address the security concerns of both Iran and Saudi Arabia. Security is a 
need rather than a passing interest for Riyadh and Tehran, and it will have 
to be adequately satisfi ed for any balanced regional order to maintain itself 
in the future. Jane Kinninmont of Th e Elders (an independent group of 
global leaders) argues that a rapprochement between the parties will have 
to ‘address mutual concerns . . . For Saudi Arabia the chief preoccupation 
is that its sovereignty is being undermined through the stoking of internal 
dissent and the risk of being encircled by pro-Iran forces.’24 In addition, 
‘Iran also fears encirclement, both by U.S. bases and by jihadi groups that 
it regards as proxies of Gulf states’.25

Any arrangement to rebalance the regional order, be it a US-led security 
architecture, a Gulf system or WANA, will have to address the underlying 
security needs of both Iran and Saudi Arabia. Iran must assure its neighbours 
it does not aspire to play a hegemonic role in the region. Merely dismissing 
Saudi security concerns as if they are not credible or (as is usually argued 
by Iranians), suggesting that the true problem is internal Saudi issues, will 
not resolve the issue – neither will it bring about the security satisfaction 
that Iran legitimately seeks. In this regard, Seyed Hossein Mousavian, Head 
of the Foreign Relations Committee of Iran’s National Security Council 
(1997–2005), agrees Iran needs to do more. He explains: 

For its part, Iran needs to acknowledge and take steps to alleviate the legiti-
mate security concerns of the GCC states. Iran also needs to remember that 
the alternative to House of Saud in Saudi Arabia will be the House Wahhab.26 

Mousavian also suggests that the two countries need to engage in a seri-
ous conversation on security and end the tension between them. He cites 
a security agreement reached in 1997 between Hasan Rouhani and Emir 
Nayef and the role he himself played in producing this agreement. Indeed, 
the agreement addressed the security concerns of both sides and can poten-
tially be used as a starting point for further conversation between Riyadh 
and Tehran.27 Even on the most diffi  cult challenge to Iran’s security, the US 
military bases, Mousavian concedes that this issue can be resolved by agreeing 
on the departure of all foreign troops within fi fteen years, after Iran and Saudi 
Arabia have developed enough trust and integrated security and economic 
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systems.28 Another view put forward in a track two workshop by an Iranian 
policy advisor was that the presence of foreign powers in the Gulf was in fact 
important for the security arrangements of the region to work. In his words, 

[a]t least for the foreseeable future, the presence of the foreign powers will 
be necessary to make countries like Bahrain and even Saudi Arabia feel more 
comfortable to collaborate on building more stable security arrangements. It 
is something that we – in Iran – will say publicly that we are against it and we 
don’t like it; however, in reality the foreign powers will be there to assure some 
Gulf countries about their security.29

Trading concessions of equal value can serve as a mechanism to meeting 
the security needs of both parties and subsequently guide resolution on the 
security level. For Iran, this will mean scaling back on arming militias in the 
region and fi ghting proxy wars, while for Saudi Arabia it will require taking 
serious steps to ‘integrate the Islamic Republic into the region’s political and 
economic structures rather than trying to keep it out’.30 Given the lack of 
trust between Riyadh and Tehran, the two tracks will have to proceed simul-
taneously; progress on one track will provide a mechanism to trigger progress 
on the other. 

Th e integration of Iran is likely to yield a more stable regional order, which 
is a core security interest for Saudi Arabia.  Integration stipulates abiding by the 
rules and off ers the possibility of containment, while keeping parties outside 
the system allows them to play by their own rules. For example, Bill Clinton 
invested serious eff orts to admit China to the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) to ensure that China trades by the rules and thus remains contained. 
Saudi Arabia, then, may have a better chance at rebalancing the regional 
order by integrating Iran rather than building alliances to confront Tehran 
and keep it outside the regional system. 

Reforming Confl ict Strategies 

Both Iran and Saudi Arabia have pursued counterproductive strategies to 
achieve their national objectives, further complicating the confl ict rather 
than resolving it. If they continue in this vein, the two parties will lose out in 
the long run, despite the ability of one or both parties to achieve some limited 
gains in one of the region’s confl ict zones. 
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Both Iran and Saudi Arabia are locked into a zero-sum confl ict, with 
each party’s strategy characterised by contentious tactics that aim to defeat 
the other militarily. Saudi Arabia’s primary focus is balancing the security 
architecture of the Arab world, keeping Iran contained within its own geo-
graphical borders. Iran, on the other hand, has adopted a security strategy 
of expansion in the Arab region, with the primary tool used to achieve this 
goal the building up of armed militias that have the ability to destabilise the 
region. Th e very essence of both strategies is security competition in the tra-
ditional form of an arms race, building up alliances, maximising hard power, 
and overwhelming the other rival. While maximising hard power does help 
in various stages of confl ict and negotiation, limiting confl ict strategies to 
such approaches will only lock Iran and Saudi Arabia into a vicious cycle 
that will ultimately drain both countries’ resources and create a protracted 
stalemate with a clear absence of both peace and war. 

However, both parties can achieve their objectives – mutual security and 
acceptance in the region – by introducing signifi cant revisions to their strate-
gies, especially in the following areas.

Sectarian policy reform

Sunni–Shia sectarianism is generally viewed as being at the heart of this 
Iran–Saudi rivalry. Regardless of the role it has played in motivating this 
confl ict, it is reasonable to argue that sectarianism has been used by both Iran 
and Saudi Arabia to advance their own interests and secure legitimacy for 
regime survival. By raising sectarian tension and polarisation, both regimes 
secure their legitimacy and popular support among their own citizenry for 
the protection they provide. In Saudi Arabia, for example, the ‘Shia threat’ 
is used in times of crisis ‘to rally the rest of the population, most of whom 
are Sunnis of diff erent persuasions, around the ruling family’, according to 
Toby Matthiesen.31 Justin Gengler further explains that,

the extreme sense of anxiety permeating the Gulf region means that gov-
ernments enjoy a reservoir of popular support and legitimacy simply for 
their provision of security in an insecure region, aff ording them the free-
dom to renegotiate their tacit social contracts with citizens more or less 
unilaterally. 
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However, this logic of playing on sectarian tension can backfi re.32 For exam-
ple, as Gengler explains, 

having convinced Sunnis of the existential threat posed by Iran and its Shia 
agents in Bahrain, the authorities found it impossible to quiet their own sup-
porters, who began pressing for an even harsher security response to con-
tinued protests, thus quickening the spiral of violence and repression that 
has characterized the post-2011 period. Some Sunni activists even dared to 
criticize senior royals, including King Hamad bin Isa Al Khalifa himself, for 
their perceived weakness.33 

Iran, on the other hand, has historically justifi ed its intervention in Syria, 
Iraq and elsewhere in the Arab world to its own domestic constituency as 
necessary to its eff orts to fi ght Sunni jihadist terrorists abroad, so that they 
do not become a threat to Iran at home. Th e Iranian government is therefore 
marketing its policy of arming militias in the region to its citizenry as defend-
ing national security and fi ghting a sectarian war that is imposed by Saudi 
Wahhabism-driven extremists of Sunni ideology like ISIS and Al-Qaida. 

Th erefore, a starting point to halt the escalation of this confl ict and take 
steps towards resolution would be for both parties to signifi cantly reform 
their confl ict strategies, in particular the sectarian segments.

Despite its strong denial of sectarianism as a driver of its foreign policy, 
Iran has heavily relied on sectarianism as a tool to expand infl uence in the 
region. Its claim to merely be ‘supporting the oppressed’ does not explain why 
Iran supports revolutions in Bahrain and Yemen, yet when it comes to Syria 
and its Alawite leaders, the revolution becomes ‘an external conspiracy’.34 How 
can a strategy of ‘supporting the oppressed’ be at work in Yemen and Bahrain 
– as Iran supports the Shia faction in each case – while a policy of supporting 
the oppressor is put in place in Syria? To build credibility within the region, 
Iran needs to remove the sectarian component of its foreign policy and instead 
take a principled approach that will convince the public that it is not pursu-
ing a sectarian agenda. Th e hypocritical sectarian strategy that it has been 
following easily allows not only their main rival Saudi Arabia to insist on the 
sectarian nature of Iran’s foreign policy but also allows others in the region to 
argue against Iranian foreign policy in this way as well. Th is polarisation helps 
Sunni extremists in recruitment against Tehran’s actions; Iran should not be 
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surprised that radical Sunni groups are targeting its interests. By adhering to 
a non-sectarian line in its foreign policy, Iran will prevent Saudi Arabia from 
using a sectarian argument against it. Riyadh may even be convinced that Iran 
is not truly advancing Shiism in the region, which could lead to de-escalation 
on Riyadh’s part. 

Iran’s reform of its sectarian strategy should also include outreach to the 
Sunni community within its own borders. In so doing, Iran would strengthen 
its own internal front in this confl ict and send the right messages to the Arab 
world that it is genuinely interested in building non-sectarian relations with 
its neighbours, something many would warmly welcome. 

One major aspect that Iran needs to focus on is its relationship with 
the Shia communities of the Arab world. Iran should refrain from present-
ing itself as the guardian of the interests of Shia communities in Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Yemen, and elsewhere. Shia Muslims throughout the Arab world 
are part of their own societies, and as such, their loyalties tend to go fi rst 
and foremost to their own countries, not to another country that happens 
to share a sectarian affi  liation. By presenting itself as the protector of their 
respective agendas, Iran has hindered rather than helped the legitimate cause 
of equal citizenship rights that Shia citizens have sought abroad. Iranian 
interventions have indeed damaged the relations of Shia communities with 
their fellow citizens of Sunni backgrounds, disrupting the social fabric of the 
broader societies where they live. 

For instance, sectarianism on a large scale did not exist in Yemen before 
the 2014 Houthi coup. However, when Iran began to politicise the Houthi 
cause, broader Yemeni society started to see the Houthis only as proxies of 
Iran, and Sunni–Shia sectarianism became the core of the confl ict. Iranian 
intervention in the internal aff airs of Shia communities has also given Saudi 
Arabia an excuse to justify its repressive policies against the Shias in the east-
ern part of their country. A genuine reform of the relationship with the Shia 
communities in the Arab world should include a complete separation of poli-
tics and religion. Only through this separation will Iran be able to discredit 
any attempt to label its foreign policy as sectarian-based with the goal of 
spreading Shiism – an objective Iran appears to be strongly pursuing. 

Iran has also suff ered from instability inside its own borders due to sec-
tarianism, and a solution should focus on addressing sectarianism – internally 
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and externally – rather than denying its existence.  For example, ‘the Sunni 
separatist group, Jundullah in Baluchistan has corroborated with Al-Qaida 
in its attacks on the Iranian regime’.35 One way to address sectarianism 
internally would be by allowing Sunni Iranians to have more prominent 
mosques in Tehran – and for Shia communities in the Arab region to have 
their own Hussainiyas.36 Since Iran is diverse in terms of ethnicity and reli-
gious sect, a rise in internal sectarianism could inspire other ethnic groups 
to also escalate tension with the state. For example, tension is generally the 
norm between Arabs and the government in the Khuzestan province, where 
Arabs form 70 per cent of the three million inhabitants.37 Sometimes this 
takes on an international dimension, with activists wishing to show the 
world the plight of the Arabs in the region.38  Th e main demand of Arab 
inhabitants of the province is for ‘cultural space and equality’.39 In addition, 
they are driven by fears of government plans to conduct ‘ethnic redistri-
bution across the region’.40 In other words, these ethnic groups have their 
own causes, and any signifi cant escalation in sectarian tension could easily 
spill over to them, which makes it more challenging for Iran to maintain 
internal stability.

Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, should be careful of the potential 
‘self-fulfi lling prophecy’ of mistreating its own Shia communities. Perceiv-
ing Shia Saudis as fi fth columnists loyal to Iran, and treating them as 
such, may lead them to actually turn to Iran, or at least be sympathetic 
to its message. Riyadh insists that its Shia community receives full rights 
as equal citizens. While this may apply in many areas, there are still some 
senior government positions that they are not eligible to occupy, espe-
cially high ranks in the military. Discrimination against the Shia in Saudi 
Arabia is much deeper, according to Toby Matthiesen: ‘Shia in Saudi 
Arabia are confronted with a religious establishment that promotes the 
Wahhabi interpretation of Islam, the religious police, and a state apparatus 
from which they are often barred.’41 In addition, Shias are not allowed to 
build their own shrines in the country, which emphasises their Shia iden-
tity (and its potential association with Iran) at the expense of their own 
national identity. 

In this regard, Jamal Khashoggi explained that the Wahhabi clergy in 
Saudi Arabia have been increasingly alienating the Shia with their rhetoric.42 
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Furthermore, educational curricula that follow the Sunni Hanbali school of 
jurisprudence alienates Shia students, who have to learn these views in order 
to pass a grade. Th is arrangement creates frustration within the Shia com-
munity and causes them to interpret any injustice that befalls them along 
sectarian lines.43

It is very possible that exaggerations, misperceptions and stereotyping 
do exist and colour the relationship between the government in Riyadh 
and its Shia minority. For this reason, Saudi Arabia needs to engage with 
its Shia community in a genuine dialogue that truly addresses their social, 
political, economic and religious grievances. Saudi Arabia could then fully 
guarantee that the loyalty of their Shia community was pledged to their 
own country rather than the idea of Velayat-e Faqih.44 Religious minorities 
in general, not just Saudi Shias, will also need to understand that they must 
solve their issues within their own states. Allying with a foreign country, 
be it Iran or any other, will not provide the solution, no matter what hap-
pens inside their own countries. A commitment to non-violence and a 
granting of political voice to these minorities within a national framework 
will help them achieve their rights, rather than giving their loyalties to 
foreign countries. 

A Shia population that is loyal and committed to their own country will 
signifi cantly strengthen Saudi Arabia’s internal front, especially as it relates to 
Iran.  A solidly built internal front is as important for Riyadh’s confl ict strat-
egy as is the arms race for Iran’s. 

No matter how one looks at it, sectarianism has been at the core of the 
confl ict for both Iran and Saudi Arabia. Originally, sectarianism was used 
as a tool to advance agendas on both sides of the rivalry and subsequently 
became a cause for further escalation of the confl ict. Reforming confl ict strat-
egies requires both parties to neutralise sectarianism as a factor and, if this 
is successful, the confl ict will be signifi cantly downgraded, making it easier 
to manage and resolve. In terms of how to neutralise sectarianism, Simon 
Mabon suggests that both parties adhere to a wider acceptance and tolerance 
of doctrinal diff erences within Islam. He explains that ‘increasing tolerance 
will reduce the severity of internal security dilemmas driven by religious dif-
ferences’ and ‘remove an important degree of competition from the rivalry’.45 
While he agrees on removing sectarianism as a factor to resolve this confl ict, 
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Vali Nasr adds that this can only happen once the unequal distribution of 
power and resources along sectarian lines in domestic situations is addressed. 
He considers the roots of sectarian confl ict to lie in ‘the lopsided distribu-
tion of resources and power that have benefi ted one sect at the cost of the 
other’.46 Resolution, then, can only be reached ‘if the distribution of power 
and resources refl ects the demographic realities of the region’, something 
which authoritarian leaderships have been unsuccessful in doing thus far.47 By 
addressing the root causes of sectarian diff erences, he contends, governments 
will be able to manage these divisions: ‘As is the case with all disputes involv-
ing a religion or ethnicity, loyalties die hard, but they are less likely to com-
mand bloodshed if they are divorced from social, economic, and political 
injustices.’48

Th is strategy gives hope for both parties that sectarianism, as bad as it 
might appear at present, might still be nullifi ed by addressing the grievances 
of Sunni and Shia communities on both sides simply by allowing them their 
full citizenship rights: access to senior government positions, equal govern-
ment investment in their own territories, and the right to exercise their 
religious beliefs. 

Domestic reform

Sectarianism is only one challenge to national unity and social cohesion in 
Iran and Saudi Arabia. In fact, both countries experience several other domes-
tic problems – social, political and economic – that present a serious threat to 
their future stability from within. Prioritising solutions to domestic problems 
on both sides will strongly improve the chances for a fair resolution of the con-
fl ict between them. It is because of these domestic drivers that the two regimes 
resort to escalation, polarisation and externalisation of internal confl icts. As 
in many cases, externalising confl icts helps regimes justify their existence and 
silence domestic criticism of their leadership. Members of internal opposition 
groups are generally accused of betraying the country or being agents of a rival 
state if they criticise or question leadership during times of confl ict. 

In his 2013 book on the Saudi–Iranian rivalry, Simon Mabon listed a 
number of areas that need to be addressed in order to improve the nature of 
Saudi–Iranian relations.49 At the top of this list is the resolution of domes-
tic problems within Iran and Saudi Arabia. Accordingly, increased internal 
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stability would reduce ‘the perception that groups are manipulated by exter-
nal powers’.50

For Saudi Arabia, one of the changes that is imperative to counter 
Iranian intervention in the region is deep political and constitutional reform. 
Th e current political structure of the Kingdom does not support playing a 
powerful role to strategically balance the regional order with Iran. A Saudi 
columnist in al-Hayat, Khaled Al Dakheel, in an interview on Al Jazeera 
TV’s programme ‘Fi Al-Umq’ (In Depth), spoke of redefi ning Saudi Arabia’s 
role as a powerful party in the Gulf by reforming politically, constitutionally, 
military and economically. Politically, Al Dakheel specifi ed that the Kingdom 
needs to ‘revisit the relationship between the state and society’.51 In other 
words, Saudi Arabia needs a new social contract that rebuilds trust between 
the state and the citizen. Currently, there is a serious problem in the way 
the state understands its relationship with Saudi society. According to Anas 
Altikriti, CEO of the London-based Cordoba Foundation, the government 
sees this relationship as a one-way street, where the government distributes 
funds and services to the people and the latter should be happy for what they 
are receiving and therefore remain loyal. In his words, ‘a senior Saudi govern-
ment offi  cial told me: our people love us, why would not they? We gave them 
schools, hospitals, roads, etc. Why wouldn’t they be happy?’52 

For the government to genuinely believe that these services are ‘favours’ is 
problematic. Th e government needs to understand that a desire for political 
voice is legitimate within Saudi society, where the people have the right to 
have a say in running their country. Domestic reforms that will enable Saudi 
Arabia to counter Iranian expansion can be achieved mainly by building a 
genuine and solid partnership between the state and Saudi society. Such a 
partnership requires accountability and transparency from both parties. Th e 
Saudi people do not need to ‘be given’ these services, as these are their rights, 
but rather need to be accepted as partners in running aff airs. According to a 
Gulf expert at Qatar University, Professor Mahjoub Zweri, ‘Saudi Arabia can-
not confront Iran’s intervention in the region as it attempts to do now unless 
it achieves national harmony on the basis of citizenship.’53 

Saudi Arabia missed an opportunity to counter Iranian intervention by 
standing against political reform, not only at home but in other countries 
aff ected by the Arab Spring as well. It has very publicly chosen to support 
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counter-revolutions that have kept the region vulnerable to Iranian infl uence. 
Th e largest investment was in Egypt, where Abdel-Fattah el-Sisi essentially 
blackmailed Saudi Arabia for aid by hinting that he might ally with Iran in 
Syria and refuse to fi ght with Saudi Arabia in Yemen if he did not receive 
support. Sisi’s regime has become a fi nancial burden on Saudi Arabia, rather 
than the powerful ally against Iran that Riyadh wanted. 

Political reform in this region would have stopped Iranian intervention 
strategically and structurally, as it would not have left people with the deci-
sion of either allying with Iran or remaining in the hands of an autocratic 
dictator like Egypt’s Sisi, Yemen’s Saleh or Syria’s Assad. Arab youth did not 
revolt against dictatorships to embrace an Iranian theocracy; not one Arab 
Spring uprising lifted the fl ag of Iran or called for any Iranian help. Successful 
Arab uprisings, therefore, could have built democratic systems that confl ict 
ideologically with Iranian theocracy. For example, due to its robust civil soci-
ety and power-sharing system built after the Arab Spring, Tunisia has become 
immune to Iranian expansionism. It is important to note here that Iran has 
only been successful in building alliances in the region with dictatorships 
like Syria’s Assad and Iraq’s Maliki. A successful democratic system in Egypt 
would have formed a shield against Iran’s expansion, not only in Cairo but 
across the entire region. Instead, Egypt’s Sisi made many gestures supporting 
dictators like Syria’s Assad, sent messages accommodating Iran in Syria, and 
blackmailed Saudi Arabia for more fi nancial aid. 

Addressing the domestic economic challenges that the two countries face 
will encourage them to engage in political reforms. In this regard, Frederic 
Wehrey argues, 

a more likely driver of foreign-policy shifts may be domestic economic fac-
tors rather than leadership changes: Looming strains on the welfare state and 
bottom-up demographic pressures from the increasingly youthful populace 
are likely to shift the focus of Saudi energies inward in the years ahead. Th is 
may in turn bring some curtailment and realignment of the Kingdom’s poli-
cies toward Arab transitional states, policies that have thus far been harmful 
to the growth of political pluralism and reform.54

Iran’s domestic economic challenges and links to political reform and 
confl ict resolution with Saudi Arabia are equally important and require 
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prioritisation as well. For many years, Iranians were told that the American 
imposition of sanctions against Tehran was the cause of their diffi  cult eco-
nomic situation. Th e sanctions suited the regime’s agenda and gave them an 
excuse to ignore the economic pressure the country was facing. However, 
signing the nuclear agreement with the P5+1 in 2015 left the regime exposed 
to public scrutiny and held it more accountable for delivering on the eco-
nomic level. It was no surprise that the Islamic Republic experienced a wave 
of protests in dozens of Iranian cities in December 2017 and January 2018, 
mainly on economic grounds – 35 per cent of educated youths are unem-
ployed in Iran.55 It was also unsurprising that protests driven by economic 
grievances eventually became political, with slogans used against both the 
Supreme Leader and the President, as well as in opposition to Iran’s activist 
(and expensive) foreign policy in the region. Dozens were killed in the protests, 
and Iran was on the verge of an uprising similar to those of the Arab Spring. 
Th e Iranian government should take these protests seriously and shift its 
focus from building armed militias in neighbouring countries to building up 
its own economy and delivering for unemployed Iranian youth.

With the arrival of Donald Trump to power, cancelation of the nuclear 
deal and imposition of the harshest sanctions ever against Iran in November 
2018, the economic challenge for Tehran has become much greater, and it is 
unclear whether the domestic population will continue to accept sanctions 
as an excuse for failing to deliver on jobs and improving their livelihoods. 
Obviously, purely economic solutions are diffi  cult to envision, given the strict 
sanctions that have been imposed on the country, which demonstrates the 
need for a political solution fi rst. At the heart of Iran’s challenges is the con-
fl ict with Saudi Arabia, meaning that credible change in Iran’s foreign policy 
towards the region could be a starting point. Even modest changes to the 
Iranian policy of arming militias in Iraq and Yemen, which Riyadh considers 
a fundamental threat to its national security, could lead to credible reform 
from Saudi Arabia, as it would then be under pressure to reciprocate in terms 
of outreach to Tehran on the issues driving the confl ict. 

Th e fact remains, however, that no signifi cant changes in Iran’s foreign 
policy have been detected, either after the signing of the deal during Obama’s 
times or after the re-imposition of the sanctions in November 2018 by 
Donald Trump. Pursuing a military strategy at the expense of building an 
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eff ective domestic economic strategy is reminiscent of the USSR’s policies: 
Moscow focused on an arms race and military industry while ignoring the 
domestic need for economic prosperity. In the end, its collapse was primar-
ily economically driven rather than due to its strategy of confronting the 
West. Iran should draw lessons from the past and not fall into the same trap, 
especially after its economically driven protests of 2017–8. It goes without 
saying that bleeding funds for many years in a brutal civil war in Afghanistan 
also played a signifi cant role in the collapse of the Soviet Union; Iran has 
replicated this experience as well in Syria and Yemen.

One of the biggest challenges to Iran’s reform of its confl ict strategy is 
the fact that the country is still being run with a revolutionary mindset. As 
Parsi explains, ‘[t]he political elite in Tehran is slowly and reluctantly com-
ing to grips with being a post-revolutionary state. Th e society has been way 
ahead of it for quite some time.’56 Th e Iranian leadership has not evolved 
away from its revolutionary thinking, which has curtailed not only politi-
cal and economic reforms in the country but has had a major impact on 
exacerbating the security situation in the region and intensifi ed the confl ict 
with Saudi Arabia. 

Political reforms are needed as much as economic reforms in Iran, which 
would also lead to signifi cant improvement in the likelihood of a resolution 
of the confl ict with Saudi Arabia. Th e struggle between the factions termed 
‘reformists’ and ‘conservatives’ has not had any major positive impact on the 
confl ict. Even as a ‘reformist’, Hassan Rouhani has not been able to make 
any major breakthrough in rapprochement with Iran’s Gulf neighbours. It 
is interesting to notice that the Iran–Saudi relationship improved signifi -
cantly and reached a place of relative rapprochement under ultraconservative 
Iranian president Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, yet reached one of its worst levels 
during the era of reformer Hassan Rouhani. Ahmadinejad met several times 
with Saudi King Abdullah, while Rouhani’s meetings have been limited to his 
traditional Gulf contacts, mainly in Kuwait and Oman. 

Soft power strategy reform

Soft power, a concept developed by Joseph Nye in the 1990, represents a 
‘constructivist/neoliberal vision of infl uence that is in contradistinction of 
the realist vision of power [that sees] infl uence as a direct function of material 
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resources’57 such as an army, natural resources, territory, people and tech-
nological advancement. ‘Rather than coercing compliance through physical 
assets, soft power constitutes the “cultivation” of compliance through the 
creation of goodwill in the international community. Th e goodwill is essen-
tially cultivated by building a positive image.’58 Goodwill is defi nitely a factor 
absent in the confl ict between Iran and Saudi Arabia. 

In fact, both countries have failed to a large extent to generate robust 
soft power to help them achieve their objectives out of this confl ict; instead, 
they have invested heavily in an aggressive hard power arms race and a zero-
sum confl ict. To advance confl ict resolution, both countries need to invest 
in developing soft power strategies that will help them decrease their depen-
dency on classical confl ict strategies (e.g. the arms race, building armed mili-
tias) that generally push confl ict towards escalation and war. 

Building armed militias does not help Iran be accepted in the Arab 
world; nor does it make it a partner, an objective that Tehran has tradition-
ally attempted to achieve. Iran’s image in the Arab countries has never been 
worse – one major reason for this is the association of Iran with the brutal 
civil war in Syria. A poll of elite Arab television commentators by the Al 
Jazeera Center for Studies found that nearly 90 per cent of respondents 
viewed political relations between Iran and the Arab world as ‘bad’ or ‘very 
bad’, with fewer than one-third expecting any improvement over the next 
fi ve years.59 As the main backer of the Assad regime – and having boots on 
the ground in Syria – Iran is largely seen as equally responsible for the atroci-
ties committed by the regime and the militias supported by Iran, with over 
2,000 Iranian and other Shia militia casualties in Syria since 2012.60 

When the Iranian revolution broke out back in 1979 and raised notions of 
justice, freedom for Palestine, and standing up against unfair American foreign 
policy – especially its bias towards backing Israel – Iran found public support 
all over the Arab world with ordinary citizens. Today, however, Khamenei’s 
pictures, for instance, are raised only by the armed militias in Syria, Iraq and 
Southern Lebanon. Iran must understand that it cannot pursue a partnership 
with the Arab world by force or with this type of image. Th e Iranian model 
is not appealing to the Arab world today. As Middle East commentator Rami 
Khouri put it, ‘if you ask any Arab youth where he would like to go, they 
will all tell you they want to go to Dubai. No one wants to go to Tehran.’61 
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Furthermore, during my extensive analysis of Arab uprisings since 2011, 
I was frequently asked by the international media whether those uprisings 
were leading to a ‘Turkish democracy’ model but was never asked if Arab 
youth were demanding an ‘Iranian democracy’.

Th e Iranian involvement in the war in Syria has signifi cantly damaged 
Iran’s image in the region and in the world. Th e cost in terms of soft power 
has been incredibly high, and it will therefore take Iran serious work to 
recover its image. A major factor that positioned Iran to gain sympathy in 
the region and the rest of the world was Saddam Hussein’s use of chemical 
weapons against them during the 1980–8 war between the two countries. 
Iran can no longer play the role of victim of chemical weapons after being the 
primary ally and backer of the Assad regime, which massacred its own people 
with exactly the same chemical weapons that Iran suff ered from during its 
war with Saddam Hussein.62 

A chief reason for Iran’s failure to build successful soft power in the Arab 
world is the mixed messages it sends to the region. Some of its rhetoric calls 
for peace and dialogue with the Arab countries, yet other times there are calls 
for taking pride in claiming Iran to be in control of four Arab capitals. Th ese 
mixed messages have undermined Iranian credibility in the region and signif-
icantly damaged its soft power. While Iran’s foreign minister, Javad Zarif, has 
advocated dialogue and understanding in Th e New York Times, other Iranian 
offi  cials speak of control and dominance in the region. Zarif says, 

Th e establishment of a collective forum for dialogue in the Persian region, to 
facilitate engagement, is long overdue . . . regional dialogue should be based 
on generally recognized principles and shared objectives, notably respect 
for sovereignty, territorial integrity and political independence of all states; 
inviolability of international boundaries; non-interference in internal aff airs; 
peaceful settlement of disputes; impermissibility of threat or use of force; and 
promotion of peace, stability, progress and prosperity in the region.63

On the other hand, Ali Reza Zakani, Tehran city representative in the 
Iranian parliament, commented after the Shia Houthis gained control of the 
Yemeni capital, Sanaa, that  four Arab capitals were ruled by Iran. He said 
‘[t]hree Arab capitals have today ended up in the hands of Iran and belong 
to the Islamic Iranian revolution’.64 He went on to state that ‘[t]he Yemeni 
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revolution will not be confi ned to Yemen alone. It will extend, following its 
success, into Saudi territories. Th e Yemeni-Saudi vast borders will help accel-
erate its reach into the depths of Saudi land.’65 Furthermore, Ali Younesi, top 
advisor to President Hassan Rouhani, was quoted making a similar state-
ment – regarding the Iraqi capital this time – proclaiming that ‘Baghdad is 
our capital, the centre of our culture and identity – today as in the past.’66 In 
addition, Iran’s Major General Mohammad Hossein Baqeri said, as cited by 
the Iranian Tasnim news agency, ‘One day, we may need bases on the coasts 
of Yemen and Syria, and we need the necessary infrastructures for it under the 
international maritime law.’67 

Contradictory rhetoric can seriously damage a country’s credibility in the 
international arena. In fact, such statements help Iran’s rival, Saudi Arabia, 
whose leadership maintains that ‘we don’t know who we talk to in Iran’, 
implying that talks are ineff ective and harmful to peace and dialogue between 
the two parties. 

Partnerships with regional actors are not made by building armed mili-
tias or spreading chaos in the region. Iran has the full legitimate right to 
aspire to be a regional power, but this can only be achieved by partnerships, 
not by creating instability. In fact, Iran could lose control of its own borders 
if instability in the neighbouring countries becomes entrenched. Confl icts 
always have the potential to spill over into neighbouring areas, and Iran is 
not immune. 

Unfortunately, Iran’s mixed messages seem to refl ect a structural division 
within Iran itself, which makes dialogue and accommodation with the region 
quite challenging. In this regard, Afshin Molavi argues that Rouhani 

hails from the Rafsanjani camp that believes in pragmatic engagement with 
Gulf Arab states, not confrontation. But the powerful IRGC is less interested 
in rapprochement with GCC states. Th is view is seemingly shared by Iran’s 
most powerful fi gure, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.68 

Th is seems to suggest that the change should come from either the conservative 
and powerful Supreme Leader or the IRGC or, preferably, both actors. 

Saudi Arabia is equally in need of reforming its soft power strategy if it 
wants to contain Iranian intervention and fi nd a constructive resolution to 
the confl ict. Saudi Arabia cannot counter Iranian infl uence in the region 
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only by building hard power and fi ghting proxy wars. Th e confrontational 
strategy that Riyadh adopts towards Iran needs that global factor, which can 
be achieved by mastering the role of soft power. Gallarotti and Al-Filali make 
the argument that 

historically, a principal and the most consistent source of Saudi power at the 
domestic, regional and global levels has not been revenues from oil, but the 
cultural power that inheres in a nation that is both the capital of the Muslim 
and Arab worlds.69

To develop an eff ective soft power strategy, Saudi Arabia needs to rid itself 
of the enormous burden that it carries globally, which is the brand of 
Wahhabism. Whether Riyadh agrees and regardless of how this has developed, 
Wahhabism has been linked globally to terrorism, and Saudi Arabia will not 
be able to gain world sympathy or the support it needs to counter Iran as long 
as this association of Wahhabism and terrorism exists. Th is link is explained 
by former Saudi intelligence chief, Prince Turki Al Faisal, as follows: 

cancers cells, where do they come from? Th ey come from healthy cells in the 
body, but the rest of the body is healthy. So, yes, ISIS [Islamic State in Iraq 
and Sham] does some of the things that can be pointed to as being similar to 
what we do, but we have a judicial system.70 

Reforming the role of the clergy in politics can be one signifi cant way 
of addressing this association and building a diff erent soft power brand. In 
fact, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman (MBS) did exactly that 
in 2017, as he curbed the religious police, sacked thousands of imams and 
launched a new centre for moderation to censor ‘fake and extremist texts’.71 
As he explained to foreign investors, ‘[w]e are only returning to what we 
used to be, to moderate Islam, open to the world and all religions’.72 Despite 
these moves to moderate and limit the infl uence of radical clergy, MBS 
has failed to convince many observers that the measures were taken for the 
right reason; instead, they have been seen merely as a step to consolidate his 
power. Admittedly, MBS’s measures targeted not only the radical clergy but 
also the moderates who – if the reform was done for the right reason – would 
have been his natural allies to limit the infl uence of the radical clerics. Only 
three months after becoming crown prince, MBS arrested moderate and 
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very popular clerics like Sheikh Salman Al Ouda, Awad al-Qarni, and more 
than a dozen others. According to Human Rights Watch, the arrests were 
‘politically motivated’ and are ‘another sign that Mohammad bin Salman 
has no real interest in improving his country’s record on free speech and 
the rule of law’.73 Furthermore, their Middle East director, Sarah Leah 
Whitson said, ‘Saudis’ alleged eff orts to tackle extremism are all for show 
if all the government does is jail people for their political views’.74 Th e 
Economist made a similar argument claiming that ‘Arab leaders are acting 
much like Kemal Ataturk, Turkey’s dictator in the early 20th century, who 
abolished the caliphate and sharia, and banned traditional garb, all while 
consolidating his own power.’75

Lifting the ban on women driving in Saudi Arabia was another attempt 
by the Crown Prince to appear as a reformer and consolidate his power. 
Allowing women to drive in Saudi Arabia should not be mistaken for 
democracy or genuine political reform. In the words of Stéphane Lac-
roix, ‘[t]hough mostly popular, the modernizing reforms have little to do 
with empowering civil society or promoting democratic governance. Th ey 
are better understood as a bid to make the Saudi leadership yet another 
“modernizing autocrat” in the region.’76 Allowing women to drive and to 
a attend the wider variety of entertainment options now available in the 
Kingdom is by no means a substitute for the provision of political rights.

Th ere are still other ways that Saudi Arabia can break its association with 
terrorism, such as by examining its foreign aid policies and what is taught 
in the religious schools inside the Kingdom and those it supports abroad. 
Ultimately, Saudi Arabia needs to come up with a convincing strategy that 
completely and clearly distinguishes it from terrorism. In the words of one 
Iranian participant in a track two workshop, ‘[t]he world should be allying 
with us not Saudi Arabia; we allow our citizens to vote, we truly fi ght terror-
ism, and defi nitely allow our women to drive’.77 

Genuinely reforming Saudi Arabia’s soft power requires the Kingdom to 
crack down on the rampant corruption that has exhausted its bureaucracy, 
deepened mistrust between the public and their government, and made 
it diffi  cult for Riyadh to market itself abroad. Regimes cannot fi ght wars 
without the solid support of their own publics. It should be noted that 
there are some 10,00078 princes in the ruling family, which raises serious 
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concerns over the legitimacy of that family and deepens the mistrust of 
the people for their government, since members of the ruling family tend 
to receive state payments. Th erefore, Riyadh does not seem to have many 
options but to fi ght corruption fi rst. Understanding this need, MBS again 
launched one of Saudi’s biggest campaigns in decades to ‘fi ght corruption’. 
In November 2017, MBS arrested dozens of Saudi princes and ex-ministers 
in the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Riyadh. Among those arrested was Saudi bil-
lionaire Prince Al-Waleed Bin Talal and Prince Miteb Bin Abdullah, the 
head of the National Guard.79

Th is massive purge was seen by many independent analysts as a ‘consolida-
tion of power by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, who seems to be sys-
tematically removing potential challengers to his power before his succession 
to the throne’.80 According to Gulf aff airs expert Bruce Riedel, 

the decision by Saudi King Salman bin Abdul-Aziz Al Saud to sack Minister 
of National Guard Prince Mutaib bin Abdullah, the favorite son of the late 
King Abdullah, is intended to remove a potential power rival of his own 
favorite son, Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman.81 

Fighting corruption has historically been used as a convenient excuse to 
consolidate power and marginalise rivals. For example, ‘President Xi Jinping 
has used a similar anti-corruption theme to replace a generation of party and 
military leaders and to alter the collective leadership style adopted by recent 
Chinese rulers’.82 It could be fairly argued that MBS’s anti-corruption cam-
paign was anything but fi ghting corruption – at least this was how it came 
across to many observers of the Saudi political scene. To settle the corruption 
charges against the princes, MBS negotiated individually with each one of 
them the amount they had to pay to be released – some reports claim that 
Al-Waleed bin Talal alone was requested to pay $6 billion. Th e fact that the 
charges were negotiated this way, rather than via an institutional and judicial 
approach, is likely to cause more damage to Saudi Arabia’s soft power. MBS’s 
campaign and the way he is treating powerful individuals within the King-
dom is in fact creating enemies internally that could negatively aff ect Saudi’s 
policy to confront Iran. 

To make things worse for MBS, in the midst of this anti-corruption cam-
paign Th e Wall Street Journal reported that the Crown Prince was ‘identifi ed 
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as the buyer of record-breaking da Vinci’. Th e Crown Prince has arguably 
‘used a proxy to purchase the 500-year-old “Salvator Mundi”’ for $450.3 mil-
lion.83 Furthermore, Th e New York Times reported at a similar time that the 
Crown Prince was the buyer of the most expensive house in the world, the 
Chateau Louis XIV in France: ‘A $300 million chateau is one of a string of 
extravagant purchases for a prince who is cracking down on ill-gotten wealth 
and preaching fi scal austerity.’84

Th is is certainly not the most eff ective or fairest way for Saudi Arabia 
to fi ght corruption, enact meaningful reforms, or strengthen its soft power 
to counter Iranian expansion. Riyadh must engage in a genuine and utterly 
sincere fi ght against corruption, no matter where it exists, in order to win the 
minds and hearts not only of the Saudi public but globally as well. 

Since the 11 September attacks in the United States, Saudi Arabia had 
not faced an event more damaging to its image abroad as the murder of 
Saudi journalist and Washington Post columnist Jamal Khashoggi in the 
Saudi consulate in Istanbul in October 2018. It is rare to fi nd the interna-
tional community so united in the way it responded to the heinous crime 
of killing a journalist inside a diplomatic mission, which is supposed to 
serve its citizens rather than assist in their murder. It will take Saudi Arabia’s 
soft power years if not decades to recover from the damage this crime has 
caused. 

Another area Saudi Arabia will need to address to strengthen its eff orts to 
contain Iran is how it manages relationships with its allies. It has developed a 
reputation for expecting its allies to fully adopt whatever strategy it develops 
to manage the confl ict with Iran or other foes – essentially a principle of 
being ‘either with us or against us’. Th is expected conformity with Riyadh’s 
position does not leave a margin for allies to manage their own national pri-
orities. Saudi Arabia also expects a similar level of escalation to be taken by 
allies once Riyadh decides to escalate a situation. 

Saudi Arabia should avoid using this approach and try instead to build 
its own ‘coalition of the willing’ when alliances need to be built. Leaving a 
margin for allies to take on independent policies suitable for their own agen-
das and national priorities will encourage them to join these coalitions. By 
not allowing allies to adopt independent positions in this way, Saudi Arabia 
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almost lost Oman to Iran when Riyadh cut relations with Tehran in 2016 
and asked its allies to follow suit. In the 2017 Gulf crisis, Morocco – an ally in 
the Saudi-led war in Yemen – refused to cut diplomatic relations with Qatar 
when asked to do so by Saudi Arabia and the blockading-countries coalition 
(UAE, Egypt and Bahrain); Morocco actually went on providing Qatar with 
some food supplies.85 

Finally, political reform (as discussed earlier in this chapter) will certainly 
boost Saudi Arabia’s soft power if it is done correctly, especially with regards 
to forging a new social contract that allows for political participation, good 
governance, transparency and equal rights to all on the basis of citizenship. 

Formal Track One Government Mediation 

Since neither Iran nor Saudi Arabia has been able to make a breakthrough 
towards any kind of reconciliation in recent years, particularly since the US 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, it would be fair to argue that a third-party inter-
vention is needed at this stage. Even if such an intervention cannot resolve 
the confl ict outright, it could at least jar the present impasse and restart the 
process of seeking a resolution at least by one side. Because this is an inter-
state confl ict and because the decision-making process ultimately lies with 
government offi  cials on both sides, formal track one diplomacy is an obvious 
candidate for such an intervention. 

Track one diplomacy is defi ned as mediation between states, or ‘a process 
whereby communications from one government go directly to the decision-
making apparatus of another’.86 Furthermore, according to De Magalhaes, 
offi  cial diplomacy is ‘[a]n instrument of foreign policy for the establishment 
and development of contacts between the governments of diff erent states 
through the use of intermediaries mutually recognized by the respective 
parties’.87 Such mediation is thus distinct from track two in ‘its formal appli-
cation at the state-to-state level. It follows a certain protocol to which every 
state is a signatory.’88 

Due to its capacity to enforce agreements, at least in some cases, track 
one diplomacy ‘is usually considered to be the primary peacemaking tool of 
a state’s foreign policy. It is carried out by diplomats, high-ranking govern-
ment offi  cials, and heads of states and is aimed at infl uencing the structures 
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of political power.’89 Th e activities of regional and global organisations like 
the United Nations are also included in track one diplomacy.

Th e strength of track one diplomacy is primarily its ‘ability to use politi-
cal power to infl uence the direction of negotiations and outcomes’, either 
through military means or international treaties.90 Offi  cial mediation also 
has the advantage of access to ‘material and fi nancial resources that give high 
leverage and fl exibility in negotiations’.91 In addition, track one eff orts ben-
efi t from offi  cial resources like intelligence gathering and technocratic know-
how,92 as well as clear knowledge of state foreign policies.93 Th ere are major 
benefi ts to pursuing offi  cial mediation eff orts. Indeed, 

[t]he reason for working with top leadership is that these actors believe that 
problems emanating from a faulty political structure can best be resolved if 
those in political power are involved at the negotiation table. It is those people 
at the highest political level that have the power and authority to change the 
political structures and bring peace to the nation.94

Th e Iran–Saudi confl ict could also benefi t from what is called track 
‘one-and-a-half ’ which falls between offi  cial diplomacy and unoffi  cial 
negotiations. Th is is described as ‘diplomatic initiatives that are facili-
tated by unoffi  cial bodies, but directly involve offi  cials from the confl ict in 
question’.95 While the parties are offi  cial representatives, non-offi  cials like 
private individuals or non-governmental organisations (NGOs) convene 
the meetings.96 As a result, ‘diplomatic agility and nonpartisanship are 
some of the main strengths of track one and a half diplomacy’.97 With the 
combination of offi  cial and unoffi  cial participation, track one-and-a-half 
diplomacy ‘draws on the strengths of track-one diplomacy (the authority 
and resources) and the strengths of track-two diplomacy (the creativity of 
unoffi  cial discussions)’.98

Track one mediation between Iran and Saudi Arabia has historically been 
limited for a number of reasons. Primarily, those who are capable of mediat-
ing (e.g. Western states like the US and Europe) are not doing so at present; 
in addition, the parties themselves have not indicated that they are interested 
in meaningful mediation, as they continue to see the confl ict as a zero-sum 
game. Nevertheless, successful mediation remains a serious possibility, pro-
vided that the right mediator can pursue the right strategy at the right time. 
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Th is confl ict, like any other in the world, is not immune to resolution and 
successful mediation. Th e potential mediators can be categorised into three 
diff erent groups, outlined below.

Th e West

Th e interests of Western countries – especially those of the United States99 – 
do not necessitate an urgent resolution to this confl ict unless it is resolved on 
the West’s own terms. Th e US is already a primary party to the confl ict with 
Iran, and it is therefore interested in keeping Saudi Arabia as part of an alli-
ance to counter Iran, rather than making peace with Iran. Under the Nixon 
administration in the 1970s, the ‘Twin Pillars’ strategy guided US interactions 
with Iran and Saudi Arabia: strengthening each country with arms sales while 
encouraging coordination to limit Soviet expansion in the region.100 Since the 
removal of the Shah from power in 1979, US strategy has shifted between 
confrontation and containment of the Iranian regime, while Saudi Arabia has 
become increasingly important as a stable American ally in a region wracked 
by confl ict. 

Any intervention in the region by the US or other Western countries 
like the United Kingdom and France is generally perceived with a high 
level of suspicion, which seriously complicates potential mediation led by 
these actors. Th eir colonial history in the region undermines any trust of 
mediation outcomes, due to suspicions that each may be pursuing its own 
goals by managing the process. Jane Kinninmont of Th e Elders suggests 
that Scandinavian countries – who have no colonial history in the region – 
and other world powers could better serve as mediators in the Iran–Saudi 
confl ict. She explains, 

the process could potentially be facilitated by northern European (e.g. 
Nordic) countries that have less historical ‘baggage’ in the region, are seen 
as neutral brokers and are not involved in the nuclear talks; or it could be 
facilitated in partnership with non-aligned rising powers, such as Brazil or 
South Africa.101

Th e United States and other Western countries are unlikely to play much 
of a role in promoting mediation and confl ict resolution between Iran and 
Saudi Arabia until the West’s own confl ict with Iran is resolved. Th e United 
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States gave at least tepid encouragement for Saudi Arabian outreach to Iran 
following the nuclear deal with Iran, after which President Obama sug-
gested that regional confl icts ‘require us to say to our friends as well as to the 
Iranians that they need to fi nd an eff ective way to share the neighborhood 
and institute some sort of cold peace’.102 Even here, though, the onus in 
President Obama’s statement is entirely on the Saudi side to come up with 
some sort of diplomatic initiative. 

One of the few exceptions to the position of the West on this confl ict has 
been Germany, which has invested signifi cant diplomatic energy in reducing 
tensions and promoting mediation between Riyadh and Tehran. Germany’s 
leadership believes that the Iran–Saudi rivalry emboldens terrorists, and the 
resolution of the confl ict could help address one of the root causes of terror-
ism. In 2015, German Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier met with 
Ayatollah Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani – one of the founding fathers of 
the Islamic Republic, the fourth Iranian president, and the man tasked with 
improving the Republic’s relationship with Saudi Arabia after the Iran–Iraq 
war. In this meeting, Steinmeier pledged to mediate between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia to reduce the tension between the two countries. When asked about 
the reason for his intervention, he said, ‘Political diff erences between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia have resulted in strengthening terrorists in the region, and 
if these two Islamic countries cooperate, other Islamic countries will also put 
aside their diff erences.’103 

Th e German position on this confl ict exposes the fallacy of the current 
Western approach of trying to isolate and respond only, rather than being 
proactive in attempting to resolve the Middle East ‘cold war’ – one of the pri-
mary drivers of terrorism in the Middle East has actually been the Iran–Saudi 
confl ict. First, it contributes to the deterioration of security in the region, 
providing an enabling environment for terrorism in places like Syria, Iraq 
and Yemen. Second, Iranian expansion in the region was perceived by some 
fundamentalist groups as a spread of Shia Islam, which triggered violent 
responses by Sunni extremists. Th ird, Saudi Arabia found an eff ective strategy 
to counter Iranian expansion in advocating Wahhabi ideology, which many 
considered a catalyst to violent extremism in the region. All this suggests that 
a tolerant Western attitude towards an Iranian–Saudi confl ict constitutes a 
self-defeating policy for fi ghting terrorism in the region. 
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Small-state mediation

In general, small-state mediation can be infl uential in brokering peace agree-
ments in international confl icts. It proved successful in making breakthroughs 
in cases like the Israeli–Palestinian confl ict, when Norway brokered the Oslo 
agreement between the two parties in 1993. Despite the shortcomings of the 
Oslo Accords and the unsuccessful implementation of the agreement on the 
ground, the achievement of an initial agreement still demonstrated that a small 
state can be trusted as an eff ective neutral mediator and thus produce help-
ful agreements.104 Furthermore, Qatar’s intervention in the 2008 Lebanese 
confl ict prevented a looming civil war: the confl ict had already begun to unfold 
when Qatar invited all factions to Doha and mediated constantly for ten days. 
In the end, all parties signed an agreement before returning to Beirut, de-
escalating the tension.105 Despite the general sense of instability in Lebanon, 
the 2008 agreement – brokered by a small neutral state – prevented a violent 
clash between the diff erent parties. 

In the case of the Iran–Saudi confl ict, scholars believe there is room for small-
state mediation. Steven Wright, a Gulf Studies expert at Hamad Bin Khalifa 
University, suggests that Oman would be ideal to play this role, as Oman is a 
GCC member and maintains good relations with Iran.106 Furthermore, Peter 
Alsis et al. suggest that Oman’s independent foreign policy is an additional 
advantage to enabling it to mediate between Iran and Saudi Arabia. 

Oman has a unique role in the region. It is generally accommodating 
towards Iran, has tensions with Saudi Arabia, close ties to the UK, and 
serves as a major strategic ally for U.S. military and diplomatic interests. 
As a result, it often plays the role of intermediary and has some diplomatic 
leverage over Iran.107

Qatar could have been a candidate for small-state mediation before the 
start of its own crisis with Saudi Arabia, which led to a Saudi-led blockade of 
the country in June 2017. In fact, Emir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad 
al Th ani called for better relations between GCC members states and Iran 
during a speech before the United Nations General Assembly in Septem-
ber 2015. Importantly, he suggested Qatar as the mediator for future talks 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia.108 Soon after that, Iranian foreign minister 
Jawad Zarif echoed the Qatari Emir’s proposal.109
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In light of the GCC crisis, Kuwait is positioned to play this role and 
mediate between Iran and Saudi Arabia. In fact, Kuwait has played a criti-
cal mediation role between Qatar and Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Bahrain 
during the ongoing Gulf crisis and helped to successfully resolve the pre-
vious crisis between these states in 2013–14. Kuwait emerged as the only 
credible candidate for mediation in the fi rst few months of the ongo-
ing dispute, with all parties warmly welcoming the role of Emir Sabah 
Al Sabah. Kuwait is a GCC member and maintains strong relations with 
Saudi Arabia; at the same time, due to its sizable Shia minority of around 
30 per cent of the population, as well as its geographic position, it also 
maintains special relations with Iran.110 Th is positions Kuwait to play an 
intermediary role between Riyadh and Tehran. 

Additionally, all three of these potential mediators benefi t from having 
regional legitimacy. All three are GCC members and share geography, history 
and culture with both Iran and Saudi Arabia. In other words, they are stake-
holders in the regional system, and peace, stability and mutual collaboration 
lie at the heart of their national interests. 

Despite these encouraging signs about the potential for eff ective small-
state mediation, there are nevertheless limitations to this approach. For small-
state mediation to be eff ective, the parties themselves must be ready to talk. 
Th ey must come to understand that prolonging or even escalating confl ict is 
not helping their ultimate objectives. Th e confl ict itself needs to exact enough 
of a cost for the parties to be willing and interested in talking. In his argument 
about ‘ripeness’ and the best timing for mediation, Zartman suggests that it 
is when the parties reach what he called a ‘mutually hurting stalemate’ that 
off ering an enticing opportunity for a cost-reducing agreement can be most 
eff ective.111 Confl ict ripeness would provide suitable conditions for countries 
like Kuwait, Oman and Qatar to intervene and mediate.

In this case, small states could be the most suited to pursuing a facilita-
tion strategy that does not intervene in the decision making directly, but 
rather limits its role to making mediation logistically and administratively 
possible.112 While small states can attempt to mediate in situations where 
parties to the confl ict do not see the advantage of talking, it is obviously more 
challenging for them to succeed if the powerful parties refuse to move from 
their original positions. 
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Regional powers mediation 

As one Saudi offi  cial explained, ‘[w]e need a powerful mediator who can 
oversee the dialogue and guarantee the implementation of the results if medi-
ation is to work with Iran’.113 When talking about ‘powerful mediators’, the 
West and particularly the United States tend to be mentioned, as was the case 
in the quote above. Th ey can certainly play a role in mediation, but there are 
limitations to their abilities (as discussed earlier), which makes it unlikely at 
the present time while the existing structure of this confl ict persists that they 
would be seen as suitable mediators. However, potential mediating countries 
that are powerful and are from the region – as suggested by Mehran Kamrava – 
include Turkey and Pakistan.114

Turkey

Th ough Turkey operates a diff erent foreign policy from both Iran and 
Saudi Arabia, it still shares a strategic interest with both countries that can-
not easily be ignored. It is a fate of geography that Turkey lies within their 
spheres of infl uence, which makes the national interest of all three par-
ties overlap in several areas including security, economics and energy. In 
February 2016, Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davotuglu visited Tehran 
and stated, 

[w]e may have diff erent views but we cannot change our history or our geog-
raphy . . . It is extremely important for Turkey and Iran to develop some com-
mon perspectives in order to end our region’s fi ght among brothers, to stop 
the ethnic and sectarian confl icts.115 

Th e interests in common of the three countries places successful mediation 
by Turkey within its own national interest: to help instigate an environment 
of peace, security and collaboration rather than one of instability, war and 
violence. 

In addition to their common interests, Turkey overall enjoyed good rela-
tions with both Iran and Saudi Arabia, which further qualifi es it to mediate 
in this confl ict. In December 2015, Turkey and Saudi Arabia agreed on 
the need to set up a ‘strategic cooperation council’ to strengthen military, 
economic and investment cooperation between the two countries.116 Th e 
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relationship between Turkey and Saudi Arabia suff ered a serious setback 
with the murder of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi consul-
ate in Istanbul but this is unlikely to have a strategic impact on the future 
relationship between Ankara and Riyadh. In August 2017, Iran’s army chief 
visited Turkey, and, together with Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan, both 
parties announced an agreement to ‘boost military cooperation’.117 Among 
other things, the two parties also agreed to ‘increase counter-terrorism 
intelligence sharing’.118

In a mediation role between Iran and Saudi Arabia, Turkey would also 
benefi t from knowledge of the region and the specifi cs of confl ict, culture 
and political systems contained within. Ellen Laipson, president emeritus 
of the Stimson Center, writes that Turkey benefi ts from knowledge of the 
‘deeper dynamics at work’,119 which enables Ankara to take on this role. 
Moreover, Laipson suggests that Turkey could also benefi t from pairing with 
Iraq – whose Prime Minister has off ered his services as mediator – to make 
the case for mediation between Iran and Saudi Arabia even stronger. With 
Erdogan being Sunni and Abadi a Shia, they could complement each other. 
A major benefi t of this pairing or alliance of mediators would be ownership 
of the confl ict resolution. As Laipson explains, ‘Turkey and Iraq’s eff orts 
represents a desirable long-term goal: regional states taking greater responsi-
bility for regional problems.’120 

Last but not least, a mediator such as Turkey could help rebalance the 
regional order, which was shifted to Iran’s advantage following the American 
invasion of Iraq and Baghdad moving towards Iran’s position. With Turkey 
part of the fi nal arrangement, it is an equally powerful player to help balance 
the relationship in a way that serves peace and stability in the region. Turkey’s 
foreign policy in the past few years seems to suggest that Ankara is in fact 
attempting to balance the regional order, which could provide the founda-
tion for a new understanding between Tehran and Riyadh. As Turkish politi-
cal analyst Pinar Tremblay explains, ‘for now, Ankara is more interested in 
balancing Saudi Arabia and Iran against each other rather than in mediating 
between them’.121 Th e biggest advantage of a balance is in curbing polarisa-
tion in the region; reaching a solution in an asymmetric power confl ict is 
diffi  cult as the more powerful party becomes less incentivised to make con-
cessions or collaborate to reach solutions. 
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Pakistan

Pakistan was the fi rst and possibly the only country to intervene between Iran 
and Saudi Arabia after the diplomatic crisis that followed the Saudi execu-
tion of Shia Sheikh Nimr al-Nimr in January 2016 and the Iranian burning 
of the Saudi embassy in Tehran. Shortly after Pakistani intervention, Iran’s 
Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khameini, publicly condemned the attacks against 
the Saudi embassy for the fi rst time, a gesture interpreted as resulting from 
Pakistani mediation.122 With its nuclear capabilities, Pakistani involvement 
would signifi cantly change the balance of power between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia if it decided to join any future confrontation, and for this reason the 
eff ect of a potential Pakistani role in mediation cannot be ignored in both 
times of war and times of peace in the Middle East.

It would be diffi  cult to understand the Iran–Saudi confl ict without exam-
ining Pakistan’s position. When General Pervez Musharaf toppled Pakistani 
President Nawaz Sharif in a coup in 1999, the latter was later fl own in a 
Saudi royal plane along with his family members to his exile in Jeddah in Saudi 
Arabia.123 Furthermore, ‘Pakistan deployed thousands of soldiers in Saudi 
Arabia in the 1980s to deter any aggression by Iran against the Kingdom, for 
example, and Saudi Arabian money has helped bankroll Pakistan’s nuclear 
weapons program.’124 Th ough the Pakistani parliament voted against joining 
Riyadh in the war in Yemen, the text that parliament voted on still promised 
to ‘stand shoulder to shoulder’ with Saudi Arabia in the event of an invasion 
or any threat to Islam’s holiest sites in Mecca and Medina.125

Pakistan takes Saudi peace and security seriously, as the political stability of 
a reliable and trusted ally directly aff ects the stability of Islamabad. Saudi Arabia 
hosts 2.2 million Pakistani expatriates126 and is Pakistan’s single largest source 
of remittances.127 Further strengthening this relationship, as Arif Rafi q puts it, 

[i]n times of diffi  culty, Saudi Arabia has come to Pakistan’s aid – for exam-
ple, by providing oil on deferred payment when Islamabad was hit by U.S. 
sanctions after conducting nuclear tests in 1998. A severe, existential cri-
sis in Saudi Arabia would shock the Pakistani economy and result in the 
potential loss of a strategic security partner. From the perspective of an ally, 
Islamabad sees Riyadh’s escalating confl ict with Tehran as injurious to Saudi 
interests.128 
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In addition, ‘[p]ost-revolution Iran has been closer to India than Pakistan. 
And in the 1990s, Iran and Pakistan were on opposite sides of a proxy war in 
Afghanistan’.129

Despite the close and historic ties between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, 
Islamabad remains careful not to escalate confl ict with Iran, as there is much 
at stake for Pakistan’s national interests if the Iran–Saudi confl ict escalates to 
war. Indeed, 10–15 per cent of its population are Shia,130 and any sectarian 
Iran–Saudi confrontation could refl ect itself on already very tense Sunni–Shia 
relations in Pakistan. When Saudi Arabia executed Shia cleric Shaikh Nimr 
al-Nimr in January 2016, prominent Tehran-backed Shia groups protested 
against the execution, even as a Saudi-backed segment within Pakistan’s Sunni 
community supported it.131 Th e last thing that Pakistan wants to do is become 
a sectarian Sunni–Shia battleground. 

Furthermore, Pakistan shares a 909 kilometre-long border132 with Iran, 
meaning that instability along this border could cause a serious threat to 
Pakistan’s national interests. Instead, then, Pakistan sees a real possibility of 
living as ‘good neighbours’ with Iran.133 Pakistan has also proposed a ‘free 
trade agreement’134 with Tehran, as the government sees serious business 
potential there, especially after the lifting of major sanctions with the advent 
of the Iran nuclear deal.135

 Given its interdependencies with Iran and Saudi Arabia, Pakistan will 
have to make every eff ort to avoid having to pick one party over the other. It 
has a vested interest in not allowing this confl ict to escalate, so that it does not 
fi nd itself a battleground for Iran–Saudi or Sunni–Shia confl ict. Th us, media-
tion and a peaceful resolution to the Iran–Saudi confl ict lies at the heart of 
Pakistan’s national interest. In addition, successful mediation of this confl ict 
will ensure that Pakistan is not distracted from its primary rival, India. 

In line with this policy of non-alignment, Pakistan turned down a request 
from Saudi Arabia in April 2015 to join the fi ghting in Yemen. Pakistani 
lawmakers voted unanimously in favour of a resolution that ‘Pakistan should 
maintain neutrality’ in the Yemeni confl ict so as ‘to be able to play a proac-
tive diplomatic role to end the crisis’.136 Pakistan could also play a signifi -
cant role in any future peacekeeping forces whether in Yemen or any other 
Iran–Saudi related confl ict.  In fact, ‘Pakistan has a long history of providing 
excellent forces to United Nations peacekeeping missions’137 and is seen as 
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being ‘experienced in managing Sunni–Shia sectarian tensions, which will 
be crucial to any peace process in Yemen’,138 or in any other confl ict involv-
ing sectarian divisions. 

Track Two

Despite being the offi  cial channel to resolve international confl icts, track one 
diplomacy is limited in what it can achieve in intractable confl icts like that 
of Iran and Saudi Arabia.  Indeed, offi  cial foreign policy can be disconnected 
from some parties to the confl ict, often failing to represent less powerful seg-
ments of the country in question since foreign policy decisions tend to be 
made from the top down rather than being based in grassroots support.139 
Furthermore, direct track one diplomacy cannot take place unless relations 
exist between the governments in confl ict.140 Offi  cial actors are also some-
times constrained by government positions and thus cannot seek the more 
creative solutions to confl icts characteristic of track two eff orts.141 Addition-
ally, track one diplomacy is infl uenced by electoral cycles and so cannot always 
provide long-term solutions.142 To compensate for these shortcomings, track 
two emerges with an indispensable role in the overall management of interna-
tional confl icts. Track two approaches complement rather than replace track 
one eff orts and could contribute to better management and resolution of the 
Iran–Saudi confl ict. 

Track two diplomacy was fi rst defi ned, in a 1981 Foreign Policy article by 
American diplomat Joseph Montville, as 

unoffi  cial, non-structured interaction. It is always open-minded, often altru-
istic . . . strategically optimistic, based on best case analysis. Its underlying 
assumption is that actual or potential confl ict can be resolved or eased by 
appealing to common human capabilities to respond to good will and rea-
sonableness.143 

Montville later expanded this defi nition to describe track two diplomacy as 

an unoffi  cial, informal interaction between members of adversary groups or 
nations that aims to develop strategies, infl uence public opinion, and orga-
nize human and material resources in ways that might help resolve their con-
fl ict. It must be understood that track two diplomacy is in no way a substitute 
for offi  cial, formal, ‘track one’ government-to-government or leader-to-leader 
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relationships. Rather, track two activity is designed to assist offi  cial leaders by 
compensating for the constraints imposed upon them by the psychologically 
understandable need for leaders to be – or at least to be seen to be – strong, 
wary, and indomitable in the face of the enemy.144

Th e original organisers of track two diplomacy were primarily ‘university-
based “scholar-practitioners” who in the 1960s sought to better manage vio-
lent intergroup confl icts by applying new theories of inter-group relations to 
their transformation’.145 Track two diplomacy has since developed, however, 
to involve many participants outside of academia with a view to infl uencing 
government policy. As a result, ‘[t]his second generation of practitioners is 
more applied than theoretical and, as a result, a gap between evolving social-
psychological research on inter-group confl ict and the practice of track two 
diplomacy has emerged’.146

Th ere are several types of track two activities that are designed to aff ect 
intractable confl icts. However, three types seem to have been practiced widely 
in dealing with Middle East confl icts:147 

1. Complementary negotiation activities: A small group meets in a similar fash-
ion to offi  cial negotiations. Th is group engages in discussions that track 
one actors cannot for a variety of reasons. Th e parties explore options that 
governments cannot or will not – perhaps being unwilling to show signs 
of weakness or to communicate through offi  cial channels with the other 
side. Th is type of negotiation activity is not a replacement for track one 
negotiation but complementary to it.

2. Educational and exploratory activities: Large groups, sometimes numbering 
thirty or forty individuals, meet with the objective of exchanging views 
and exploring similarities and commonalities. Th e participants are not 
negotiating but rather exploring options and educating themselves about 
the other party’s priorities and red lines. 

3. Networking and social activities: Th e objective of this type of track two 
activity is primarily to give the participants a chance to meet each other 
and develop social relationships, since their confl ict zones do not allow 
them to do so. Networking and personal relationships may provide a 
framework for impact on a grassroot level and the development of confl ict 
resolution ideas.
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Track two diplomacy has diff erentiated itself from other types of confl ict 
resolution models by developing its own models, dynamics and resolu-
tion mechanisms. Perhaps at the most basic level, track two diplomacy 
diff ers from offi  cial, or track one, eff orts at confl ict resolution because it 
assumes that ‘protracted social confl icts cannot be resolved without paying 
attention to the inter-societal dimensions and social identity needs of the 
confl icting parties’.148 

Track two diplomacy can further be distinguished from track one due 
to its focus on process rather than outcome.149 Th ough track two dialogues 
rarely resolve confl icts, they serve to create new relationships among warring 
factions, as well as to build trust and understanding at both the grassroots 
and elite levels.150 Making progress even at the unoffi  cial level would be a 
great achievement for track two work between Iran and Saudi Arabia, yet 
would not necessarily fully resolve the confl ict. 

Because track two dialogues are not as public as track one eff orts, they 
allow offi  cials to explore potential solutions without taking political risks.151 
Track two diplomacy is thus in many ways more fl exible than track one:

among the varied goals of track two are to provide a safe, off -the-record venue 
for dialogue; to create the conditions necessary for formal agreements to ‘take 
hold’; increase communication, understanding and trust among polarized 
groups; break-down the stereotypes and dehumanizing cognitions that per-
mit the partisans to wage the confl ict destructively; and to develop consensus-
based proposals that can be transferred to the track one processes.152

In fact, Çuhadar and Dayton divide track two diplomacy into ‘outcome-
focused’ and ‘process-focused’ initiatives: 

While the former is designed to generate proposals that can be used or 
adopted in offi  cial policymaking and negotiation processes, the latter type has 
a priority to build relationships, trust, empathy, and mutual understanding 
among adversaries in order to prepare the groundwork for a widely supported 
peace to take hold.153 

Although there is some overlap between these approaches, track two eff orts 
diff er in their potential to address social and psychological issues beyond 
offi  cial policy.

6233_Fraihat.indd   1656233_Fraihat.indd   165 20/01/20   3:02 PM20/01/20   3:02 PM



166 | iran and saudi arabia

Montville describes track two diplomacy as involving ‘three interdepen-
dent processes’.154 Th e fi rst comprises small workshops bringing together 
representatives from varying factions with the hope of developing new rela-
tionships, enhancing understanding of the confl ict, and brainstorming means 
of confl ict resolution.155 Th e second process involves infl uencing public opin-
ion to make an end to hostilities more palatable for people on both sides of 
the confl ict.156 Finally, joint economic development, though not necessary 
for ceasing hostilities, provides additional support for continued cooperation 
across factions.157 

Track two diplomacy is helpful most often in confl icts considered too 
intractable to be resolved using traditional diplomatic means.158 As D e Vries 
and Maoz explain, 

[t]hat is because such confl icts tend to involve not only tangible interests 
(i.e. economic or territorial issues) that can be negotiated, but rather involve 
values and basic human needs such as personal security, recognition, identity 
and political participation, which are non-negotiable.159 

To help communicate messages to offi  cial diplomacy, 

[t]rack two participants are expected to have some communication with 
government policymakers (many participants are often infl uential former 
government offi  cials, active and retired military personnel, think tank spe-
cialists, and journalists) so that the ideas discussed in the unoffi  cial setting 
have the prospect both to refl ect and to fi lter into the thinking of offi  cial 
policy circles.160

Considering that the goal of track two eff orts is ultimately to infl uence 
track one negotiations, the distinction between offi  cial and non-offi  cial dia-
logue is often blurred. In fact, track two meetings at times receive government 
support.161 When the tracks are mixed and governments become involved, 
even unoffi  cially, the process is sometimes called track ‘one-and-a-half ’ diplo-
macy. On some occasions, government offi  cials attend unoffi  cial dialogue 
without participating; they instead listen to the discussion and perhaps take 
notes. Susan Allen Nan defi nes track one-and-a-half diplomacy as, ‘unoffi  cial 
interactions between offi  cial representatives of states’.162 When an NGO serves 
as a mediator between two state or state-like actors, the NGO facilitates a 
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track one-and-a-half process. Track one-and-a-half diplomacy draws on the 
strengths of track one diplomacy (the authority and resources) as well as those 
of track two diplomacy (the creativity of unoffi  cial discussions).163

Participants in track two dialogues are important instruments of change 
for popular opinion more broadly. While national and often factional alle-
giances remain, ‘over time some participants have observed that they feel they 
are now part of a group which thinks diff erently from those who are out-
side the process’.164 Certainly, track two dialogue aids understanding among 
participants from diff erent backgrounds through two primary means: ‘1) by 
allowing participants to get to know each other personally in informal and 
social settings, helping to break down psychological barriers and stereotypes 
and 2) by helping individuals better understand their adversaries’ threat-per-
ceptions, policies and red-lines’.165 Although such enhanced understanding 
will not necessarily lead to resolution of the confl ict, it will lead to greater 
understanding and sensitivity across traditionally adversarial lines.166 ‘[D]
iplomacy is not just about producing negotiated outcomes but also about 
infl uencing how others think’.167 Changes in policy take time, regardless of 
whether they come about through track two dialogue eff orts,168 and indeed, 
‘[t]rack two dialogue is a process, not an event’.169

However, this rich literature on track two and its role in confl ict reso-
lution should be treated carefully when applied in diff erent cultural con-
texts. Th e remarkable functionality of track two and its support of track 
one diplomacy as developed in a Western context may not fully apply to the 
Iran–Saudi confl ict. 

For example, Montville argues, ‘a principal, if not the principal, role for 
nongovernmental action is to shape the overall political environment so that 
leaders might be encouraged to take positive steps toward resolving a con-
fl ict’.170 In both Iran and Saudi Arabia the role of NGOs is extremely limited. 
Where NGOs exist, they tend to either refl ect the government positions or 
attempt to avoid politics altogether. Both countries have a very centralised, 
top-down decision-making process wherein NGOs are expected to function 
in line with this process, rather than outside it. While NGOs might still be 
able to infl uence track one diplomacy, they need to have permission from the 
highest governmental authority fi rst, rather than taking the initiative to infl u-
ence governments as Western-developed track two literature argues.
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Dalia Dassa Kaye describes the impact on participants in the track two 
dialogue: ‘o ver time some participants have observed that they are now part 
of a group which thinks diff erently from those who are outside the process’.171 
Th is may in fact happen for participants in an Iran–Saudi track two dialogue. 
However, to state their views and share their perspective publicly could be 
interpreted as disloyalty to their countries and their leaders, putting them in 
danger of retaliation. Th e same limitation applies to Montville’s argument 
about track two dialogue ‘infl uencing public opinion to make an end to 
hostilities more palatable for people on both sides of the confl ict’.172 In an 
authoritarian context – as in Iran and Saudi Arabia – the role of public opin-
ion in infl uencing political decisions is always limited. However, an impact 
on public opinion can still be relevant when the leadership decides to change 
policies regarding the confl ict. Authoritarian leaders care about the public 
supporting the decisions they make, as it signals continued loyalty to and 
support of their leadership. In other words, the impact is felt in supporting 
conciliatory decisions made by the leadership, not pressing the leadership to 
make confl ict-resolution decisions, which means that track two dialogue is 
still relevant. 

Th e Iran–Saudi confl ict is not a stranger to track two initiatives. Over the 
past decade, a number of such initiatives have been carried out by diff erent 
players, from the Gulf region as well as international actors, albeit with lim-
ited impact. Below we take stock of the major track two initiatives used in 
the Iran–Saudi confl ict.

Th e Gulf Research Center

One privately funded major track two dialogue was organised by the Gulf 
Research Center and its director, Abdulaziz Sager. A steering committee com-
prising representatives from the GCC, Iran and a Swiss think tank organ-
ised eight rounds of discussion, with the fi rst one starting in March 2012.173 
Participants included senior-level non-offi  cials with close ties to policymak-
ers in their respective governments; foreign ministries, at least in the GCC 
countries, were kept well-informed and were free to send someone to attend 
in their personal capacities.174 Two major objectives were outlined: fi rst, 
identifying disputed issues as well as reaching a better understanding of the 
national interests of both sides; and second, establishing regular exchanges of 
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views between the two sides to reduce the levels of misperception and uncer-
tainty about each other’s intentions. 

Th e Gulf Studies Program at Qatar University

Th e university organised several track two workshops during the years 
2014–17 that involved academics, former diplomats and policy advisors 
from Iran, Saudi Arabia and the rest of the Gulf countries. One workshop, 
held in March 2016, was co-sponsored by UK-based think tank Chatham 
House. A number of participants were formal and informal advisors closely 
linked to policymakers in Iran and the Arab Gulf countries. Issues discussed 
included but were not limited to security, sectarianism, proxy wars, rap-
prochement, and prospects for regional confl ict resolution. Meetings were 
held under the Chatham House rule to give the participants the opportu-
nity to speak freely with no concerns of media attribution of individuals’ 
thoughts, ideas and proposals. Th e author participated in these workshops 
and drew his own observations and conclusions.

Center for Regional and International Studies (CIRS), 
Georgetown University in Qatar

Th e CIRS held one workshop on an ‘Iran–GCC Dialogue’,175 another on the 
potential for a ‘Strategic Security Forum’,176 and one public event on ‘Manag-
ing the Saudi–Iranian regional rivalry’.177 Participants were mostly academics, 
along with former diplomats and Middle East think tank representatives. 
Th ey came from Iran and several Arab Gulf countries, with each workshop 
involving approximately twenty participants. Workshops were held under 
the Chatham House rule to give the participants a relaxing environment in 
which to talk openly. Issues discussed included confl ict causes, dialogue, per-
ceptions, regional and proxy confl icts, and prospects of rapprochement. Th e 
author participated in these workshops and drew his own observations on the 
debate and interaction between the participants.

CAPRO

Th e Center for Applied Research in Partnership with the Orient (CAPRO) 
in Germany, in cooperation with the EastWest Institute’s Middle East and 
North Africa department in Brussels, established a track two dialogue in 
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2015 to exchange perspectives and perceptions between current and former 
diplomats, policy analysts and security experts. Th is initiative entails work-
shops and publications on issues of mutual concerns. In the fi rst year of the 
project, dialogue meetings were dedicated to ‘Iranian and Saudi perspec-
tives on ISIL (Islamic State in Syria and the Levant)’, as well as ‘Iranian and 
Saudi perspectives on the refugee crisis’. Consecutive workshops were held 
on topics such as ‘the post-oil economy’, ‘environmental challenges’, ‘media 
and public discourse’, ‘security threats of 2018’, ‘grounds of economic 
cooperation’ and ‘knowledge production and knowledge exchange’.178 
Th e author participated in this project and drew his own observations and 
conclusions.

Th is track two initiative has deliberately been focused on tackling spe-
cifi c themes rather than dealing with the larger issues of the confl ict between 
Riyadh and Tehran. A very specifi c contribution like this, though initially 
small, can help build channels of communication between the two sides and 
encourage a collaborative relationship on other issues in the future. Successful 
workshops on this level would reinforce the idea that rapprochement is pos-
sible if the right approach is used. 

In addition to these four examples, the author also participated in sev-
eral other track two initiatives including, but not limited to, those held by 
the Arab Center for Research and Policy Studies in Doha, the European 
Iran Research Group (EIRG), and the International Institute for Strategic 
Studies (IISS). 

Achievements

Th e achievements of these types of workshop that have been held between 
Iran and its Arab Gulf neighbours, including Saudi Arabia, have been mod-
est, given the limitations in this particular context. Nevertheless, holding 
this type of interaction on a senior level, given the high levels of mistrust 
and polarisation, was in itself an achievement. Sager says, ‘the concept itself 
[of engaging in dialogue] has not been questioned’.179 Th is is especially impor-
tant, given that foreign ministries (at least those from the GCC) were notifi ed 
of the dialogue. Secondly, as Sager explained, ‘the process has been useful 
in the assessment of current developments and in gaining a better under-
standing of how such developments are seen and understood from the other 
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side. Th e discussions have contributed to more nuanced and diff erentiated 
perspectives.’180 

Coming to a better understanding of the confl ict developments was not 
limited to discussion during the workshop. Th is educational process contin-
ued after the participants returned to their home countries, where they found 
themselves serving as ‘sources of verifi cation’ to the confl ict developments. 
As one workshop organiser put it to me, ‘we have clearly seen how those 
we brought together, while sticking to their viewpoints, stayed in contact 
and saw each other as sources of verifi cation if certain developments were 
observed in the respective other country’.181

Abdullah Baabood, organiser of the Qatar University workshops, argues 
that the impact of track two workshops at the policymaking level is very dif-
fi cult to measure and not easily proven; however, given the level of participants 
and their links to policymakers, one can assume that there is an impact, at least 
in terms of advice and consultations.182 In one of the workshops, for example, I 
had a lengthy discussion with an Iranian participant who later shared with me 
that he informally advises senior level policymakers. 

Some impact was also observed on the participants in the workshops, espe-
cially when the discussions focused on specifi c issues and practical points, as 
common understanding started to develop and opinion began to converge.183 
Th e human dimension contributed to easing the tension and allowing an oppor-
tunity to interact. One organiser explained to me, ‘ meetings help to humanize 
the “other” and his or her confl icting viewpoints. It is one thing to read about 
certain viewpoints but something else to personally meet someone who holds 
and presents these views.’184 I n some cases, communication started to develop 
between participants at the workshops and afterwards (observed by both the 
organisers and the author). Th is could have a signifi cant impact, especially in 
the long term; these personal communications could help improve manage-
ment of the confl ict if the individuals involved rise to positions of power in 
their respective countries. As Jamal Khashoggi explained, 

there is something to be said about the potential benefi ts of track two diplo-
macy between the two countries. Track two is great for public relations and 
won’t cost the government anything. Who knows, it might sow the seeds for 
some real change in the future.185
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In line with Khashoggi’s views, another organiser described his/her observa-
tion with regards the impact on personal relationships as follows, 

what we have always observed is that during workshop sessions, discussions 
can be at times heated. But all get back to proper socializing mode dur-
ing joint dinners and conversations on the sidelines. Th ese kind of arguably 
unintended side-eff ects must be given room to happen in any meaningful 
initiative.186

Changing public opinion, at least in a modest way, could be another 
area of potential impact of these workshops. Jamal Khashoggi, as a highly 
infl uential columnist in the Arab world and participant in a number of 
track two workshops with Iranians, wrote a piece in the mainstream Saudi-
published Arabic outlet al-Hayat to introduce the concept to the public, 
and discussed the potential improvement of confl ict management and limi-
tations. In his words, 

It was an encouraging start for track two between Saudi Arabia and Iran, but 
it requires patience and an understanding that it is a long journey between 
older than three thousand year-old neighbours. So why not try it even during 
the confrontation between our countries?187 

Limitations

Despite the modest progress, limitations to track two work in this context 
remain great. One main reason for the limited impact on the overall confl ict 
is, according to one of the organisers, because of the nature of the track two 
activities. Th e organiser says, 

in the short and medium term, we do not expect to see meaningful change in 
the tensions which could be traced back to our project. However, this long-
term eff ect can happen once the political environment allows participants to 
spread the word about the need to seek dialogue and an exchange of views 
in order to be able to build bridges with adversaries rather than accentuating 
confl ict.188 

However, the organiser also alerts us that ‘such dialogue meetings can make 
the situation even worse, should participants come together and simply reit-
erate the offi  cial line without any willingness to think “outside the box”’.189
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Th e biggest hurdle to impactful track two work is the authoritarian nature 
of the political system on both sides of the confl ict. Centralisation of decision 
making and the fi rm grip of the political regimes in both countries leave little 
room for non-governmental initiatives like track two to work and prosper. 
Th ough held in a territory outside of Iran and Saudi Arabia, the presence of 
the state was clear during the proceedings of track two meetings in Doha, 
Qatar, as per the author’s observations of the dynamics in the workshops. 
Saudi participants rarely accepted invitations to join these meetings, as their 
government generally rejected dialogue and other types of interaction with 
Iranians. Participants feared repercussions back home if they participated on 
their own. Iranians, on the other hand, were generally eager to participate, 
yet tended to come to the dialogue with one position across the board, which 
was closely linked to the government line.190 When I asked about this align-
ment with the Iranian government’s position, they generally replied that this 
is the way they see the confl ict. However, some scholars told me that Iranian 
participants were concerned about what they might face back home, as the 
government watches what they say.191 Nevertheless, as time went by and trust 
started to develop in these workshops, some participants began to open up 
and engage in discussing tough issues.

Abdullah Baabood confi rms similar concerns regarding Iranian partici-
pants, explaining ‘they are fearful of any backlash from their own governments 
of what they can say at such forums and they tend to largely stick to the offi  cial 
line’.192 Mehran Kamrava also agrees that such concerns make track two work 
in this context particularly diffi  cult. He explains, ‘these are academics, essayists, 
etc., who have no real transformative or executive powers and are essentially 
already under pressure in their own respective countries’.193 

In addition to state control on both sides, some participants argue that 
rapprochement between Iran and its Arab neighbours is vetoed by the ‘super-
powers’, and thus track two does not have a chance of making a real dif-
ference. An Iranian journalist and researcher on Middle East aff airs194 who 
participated in one of the track two workshops organised by Georgetown 
University in Qatar, noted, 

[w]e organized a large number of track two meetings in the late 1990s 
between Arabs and Iranians, and we were hopeful that such meetings would 
lead to further collaboration and better understanding between the two 
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sides. We established an Arab–Iranian friendship society in order to insti-
tutionalize the activities and make them more sustainable. We also tried to 
have an Arab–Iranian–Turkish gathering since they are presently the major 
three components of this region. We met over 100 intellectuals in Doha’s 
Sheraton Hotel from Iran and the Arab region for one week, for example. 
Unfortunately, the encounters did not last for a long time and no concrete 
results were produced.195 

Th e same Iranian researcher provided two major reasons for the failure of the 
large-scale encounters to produce results: 

An Arab–Iranian understanding is not allowed by the super powers. In addi-
tion, the meetings were politicized with a high level of state intervention. 
Th ey were not truly track two because of state intervention in the talks. 
Among the participants were intelligence agents, especially those related to 
the Iraqi Baath party.196

In addition to the political problems hindering the eff ectiveness of track 
two dialogue, Abdullah Baabood points to other technical and organisational 
challenges that prevented the workshops from reaching their full potential. 
In his words, 

[s]uch forums tend to be short in terms of days and much time is devoted to 
delivering speeches or papers, resulting in less time being available for discus-
sions and getting to know each other. Some participants tend to go on speak-
ing for a long time, regurgitating previously held positions and offi  cial lines. 
Presentations and papers tend to be general and not focused on the issues in 
question.197

Another challenge the workshops faced was the dynamics that sometimes 
drove the debate, such as ‘us’ against ‘them’. During my conversation with one 
of the Iranian participants, he mentioned a perception that the ‘other side’ 
hailed from diff erent Arab Gulf countries, all attacking the Iranian position, 
leaving him no choice but to defend those positions. Th is perception pushed 
the Iranian participants to remain ‘united’ in their views, especially given 
that the discussion was happening in one of those Gulf countries (Qatar). It 
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would be useful for the organisers to invite scholars from outside the confl ict 
parties to break up this particular dynamic. 

Recommendations

Almost all interviewed workshop organisers of track two dialogues between 
Iran and Saudi Arabia recognise the limitations of the model and its inability 
to produce concrete results that could aff ect the confl ict. Sager concedes that 
no concrete impact was made, and thus suggests that further adjustment to 
the model is necessary. In particular, he suggests, track two initiatives will 
need to be upgraded to track one-and-a-half to have a greater impact. In addi-
tion, the two parties will need to have more direct and open discussions in 
order to facilitate the necessary steps to move towards track one-and-a-half.198 
‘When all key issues have been identifi ed and understood by both parties, 
the dialogue will then need to move to the next level, track one-and-a-half,’ 
he added.

Seyed Hossein Mousavian agrees that there is a need to upgrade the 
dialogue from track two to track one-and-a-half. To this end, a group 
of experts along with some offi  cial policymakers could work together in 
meetings to defi ne mechanisms of regional collaboration such as terrorism, 
security, Saudi concerns, Iran’s concerns, Iran’s expansion, and economic 
cooperation. Such talks could fi nd solutions even to the most diffi  cult 
issues, like the American bases in the Gulf that have historically been seen 
as a threat to Iran. For example, an agreement could be put forward for the 
American bases to leave in ten to fi fteen years after trust has been estab-
lished, Mousavian added.199

 Another improvement to the model could involve the parties revising their 
current approach, which starts with soft issues to build trust and then moves 
on to central disagreements. Instead, track two could try to deal with the 
core issues facing the parties fi rst. Any progress that could be made on this 
level would be treated as signifi cant, unlike discussions of only minor issues 
where the parties could fi nd themselves stuck. Mehran Kamrava refl ects on his 
experience of organising track two workshops saying, ‘in hindsight, I would 
not have tackled “soft” issues of popular perceptions, cultural commonali-
ties, and dialogue per se, but “hard” issues of security, mutual threats directed 
at one another, state-sponsored terrorism, and the like’.200 Furthermore, 
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Kamrava seems in agreement with Sager and Baabood that for track two to 
work, at least in this context, it will have to be linked somehow to track one. 
He explains, 

Also, these and other experiences have shown me that track two diplomacy 
is likely to be pointless unless you have participants in actual positions of 
power that, in private and behind closed doors, can openly and frankly dis-
cuss contentious issues and solutions for them. But then I guess that won’t be 
considered track two anymore.201 

In fact, it would be what his colleagues called track ‘one-and-a-half ’. 
In addition to these revisions, technical adaptation to the model itself will 

be required. During my participation in these workshops I observed that the 
ground rules as well as the programmes were relaxed. For example, not all 
participants were present at the start time. On other occasions, some partici-
pants left the workshop in the middle of the day and other new ones joined. 
While I see the benefi ts of unstructured or semi-structured workshops, some-
times structured management could be needed in order to produce results. 
Abdullah Baabood agrees that some technical adaptation to the model to 
increase impact is needed.202 His suggestions include: 

• invoking the Chatham House rule
• avoiding media coverage
• selecting participants in terms of their impact on policies of their respective 

countries and their ability to speak their mind
• prior availability of presentations and papers as well as laying out 

expectations
• strict moderation and chairing of sessions to avoid wasting valuable time
• moving the debate along by posing searching questions
• allowing more time for networking and getting to know each other
• follow-up mechanisms to keep the discussions and the debates going 

through social media
• inviting some participants who can speak on other similar confl icts and 

how they were fi nally resolved
• mixing the participants in terms of background and affi  liation such as 

mixing academics, researchers and practitioners. 

6233_Fraihat.indd   1766233_Fraihat.indd   176 20/01/20   3:02 PM20/01/20   3:02 PM



conflict resolution | 177

Other Approaches 

Intractable confl icts can never be resolved using a single strategy, approach, 
or mediator. Th e complexity of such confl icts requires a systematic and 
encompassing approach that is able to mobilise every potential and benefi t 
from any possible opportunity to build peace and reduce the chances of 
escalation. Track one, track two or third-party mediation alone is unlikely to 
transform the Iran–Saudi confl ict, and for this reason all three approaches 
are needed, while pursuing all other complementary courses of action 
that could help. Track three potential actions that will be examined here 
are people-to-people programmes, outreach to Arab Shias, and gestures of 
conciliation.

Introducing people-to-people programmes

People-to-people approaches are particularly important for long-term and 
sustainable peace, because their grassroots-level focus supports a bottom-
up approach to peacebuilding. Th ey are especially important given that 
track one approaches have been unable to make progress between the gov-
ernments of Riyadh and Tehran. Successful people-to-people programmes 
can form a kind of social incubator for any future government-brokered 
solutions in this type of environment. Once there is a strong social bond 
between the two peoples, the contentious issues of the confl ict can dis-
solve. Building the potential for peace at the grassroots level sends a strong 
message to governments that their own people are eager to live in peace 
and harmony, rather than in confl ict and confrontation. Offi  cial track one 
peacemaking cannot build a long-term and sustainable peace, unless people 
of both parties can join and engage in transformation of their confl ictual 
relationships. 

Unfortunately, people-to-people peacebuilding in the Iran–Saudi confl ict 
is almost non-existent, raising further concerns about future prospects for 
confl ict resolution. In the six GCC countries, only one or two think tanks 
specialise in Iranian Studies and thus can focus on understanding the ‘foe’ 
and providing recommendations about responding to their policies in a con-
structive way. Faculty and student exchange programmes between Gulf and 
Iranian universities are almost entirely absent. No scholarship programmes 
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are available for students or specialised professionals. Given these not very 
encouraging indicators of how much the people on each side know about 
each other, and given their almost non-existent interaction, the entire peace 
project between the two nations is in stagnation. 

Peace between Iran and Saudi Arabia must grow among people of both 
sides to help in resolving through offi  cial track one negotiations between 
the two governments. Analysts watching this confl ict express their concern 
about the lack of grassroots interaction between the two sides. Luciano 
Zaccara, Gulf Studies professor at Qatar University’s Gulf Studies Pro-
gram, suggests that track one negotiation is not possible at this stage due 
to the huge gap in trust between the two countries. What is needed at this 
point is more people-to-people interaction, including student and cultural 
exchanges, along with other social activities that could change stereotypes 
and build bonds between the two sides, Zaccara adds.203 Furthermore, 
Mehran Kamrava argues that the two governments should send Saudis to 
Tehran and Iranians to Jeddah to initiate confi dence-building measures 
and give week-long courses as a prelude to student exchange programmes, 
although fi rst steps should entail getting the foreign ministers to talk.204 

Alireza Nourizadeh, Director of the Center of Arab and Iranian Stud-
ies in London, has another take on the region’s need for people-to-people 
interactions, claiming that Arabs and Iranians did not choose their region 
but that dialogue happens between people. He claims to oppose the Ira-
nian government, yet still wants to see people engage in dialogue. In his 
words, 

[t]here is not one Arab newspaper published in Persian language for the 
people of Iran. Is there one book in Arabic about Persian poetry! I need 
Arabs to reciprocate as there is plenty of literature in Iran written in Arabic 
for the Gulf and in Persian for the Iranian people.205

Th ere is no doubt that people-to-people exchanges are challenging and 
have the potential to backfi re. If done incorrectly, people-to-people pro-
grammes may reinforce stereotypes rather than break them. However, spe-
cialised research centres as well as non-governmental organisations could 
help mitigate the risks of backlash as they are trained to deal with public 
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awareness campaigns and grassroots peacebuilding. Such programmes cannot 
completely eliminate negative sentiments but can contain them to a certain 
extent. Opinion articles, fi lm festivals and translated television programmes 
can all contribute to successful people-to-people peacebuilding. 

At the core of bottom-up peacebuilding in the Gulf should be altering 
school curricula to include education about tolerance, coexistence and de-
confl iction. Schools and universities should take this need into consider-
ation. Th e eff ect of such education programmes might only materialise in 
the long run, maybe after fi ve or ten years, or even a generation, especially 
as such programmes are almost non-existent in Iran and Saudi Arabia at 
the moment. Th e delay in producing visible results may minimise politi-
cal incentives to actively foster confl ict-sensitive education, but its need is 
inevitable if former war zones are to be stabilised and confl ict meaningfully 
resolved.206

Unlocking the potential of Arab Shias 

It is no secret that the shift of Iraq’s position to the Iranian camp – now that 
it is controlled primarily by Arab Shia parties – has unbalanced the regional 
order and helped launch the Iran–Saudi cold war. By the same token, a more 
balanced position among Arab Shias can signifi cantly aff ect the confl ict and 
contribute to its resolution. Th is is not to suggest that Arab Shias must cut 
off  relations with Iran and side with Saudi Arabia. On the contrary, the good 
relations they enjoy with Iran and the presence they have in several Arab 
countries position them strongly to connect the two worlds and aff ect both 
at the same time. Th e interests of Arab Shias overlap with those of Iran and 
Saudi Arabia, and for this reason they can become the point where all parties 
meet. Th e change of Iraq’s position in 2003, after the American invasion, 
exacerbated the confl ict between the two sides. Ensuring Iraq’s independence 
from both sides will address one major cause of this confl ict, helping restore 
stability and possibly peace.

Th ere is no doubt that Arab Shia populations have traditionally suf-
fered, socially and politically, in almost all Arab countries where they have 
existed, and Arab governments have tended to impose certain restrictions 
on their religious and social practices as well as preventing them from access 
to senior-government-level positions. Th is social, political and economic 
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discrimination has contributed to increasing the gap between them and the 
wider society where they live. In some places, wider society treats them with 
suspicion – accusations of loyalties to Iran have left some Arab Shias feeling 
they are perceived as Iranian proxies and has led to a self-fulfi lling prophecy. 
As such, some Arab Shias fi nd association with identities outside their home 
countries – particularly Iranian Shias – a coping mechanism to respond to 
the marginalisation they experience in their home countries. However, not 
all the Shia links with Iran are solely because of the way they are treated in 
their home countries; some Arab Shias have pledged loyalty to Iran strictly 
on ideological grounds.

However, no matter how strong the relationship between the Arab Shia 
and Iran, it will never provide a substitute for their relationship with their 
home Arab societies. Th ey are linked to their societies on many social, 
political and economic levels. One should keep in mind that the suff ering 
they have experienced in their home countries has stemmed mainly from 
dictatorships, which exercised their ruthless brutality not only against the 
Arab Shias but against Arab Sunnis as well. Arab Sunnis in Iraq, for example, 
suff ered from Saddam Hussein’s repression equally if not even more than 
Arab Shias in some respects; Saddam used chemical weapons against Sunni 
Kurds. Th is does not mean that they should pledge loyalty to other Arab 
Sunni majority states, such as Jordan or Saudi Arabia, because their regime 
is oppressing them.  Regime repression does not legitimise pledging loyalty 
to external countries – at least not when this regime has been removed from 
power, as is the case in Iraq now. Arab dictatorships cared only about their 
survival and thus tended to manipulate a variety of ethnic and sectarian com-
munities in ways that served their own agenda. Th us, both Arab Shias and 
Sunnis shared similar grievances under the same dictatorships, and that 
should be a uniting factor for the future of their countries.

Th at Arab Shias undeniably have relationships with their own Arab societ-
ies does not make it impossible for them to also have a good relationship with 
Iran. Th ey overlap with Iran in terms of ideology and with their surrounding 
Arab neighbours in terms of nationalism and homeland. Th is status is in fact 
what positions them to be able to play a signifi cant role in confl ict resolution 
between the two worlds. Arab Shias could potentially change this status from 
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a ‘threat’ – as it is seen presently – to an ‘opportunity’, by playing a concilia-
tory role between the two sides of the confl ict. 

As testimony to their ability to infl uence policies in Tehran, Naser Hadian 
argues that Iraq has considerable sway in Iran and that Iraqi Shia leader Muqtada 
al-Sadr, for example, can get meetings with Iran’s Supreme Leader, Khamenei, 
much more easily than many Iranian offi  cials. Hadian has also suggested that 
the same is true for Lebanon’s Hezbollah leader, Hassan Nasrallah.207 Further-
more, Reza Eslami, a confl ict resolution expert from Iran, suggests that to resolve 
the confl ict between Iran and neighbouring Arab states, there has to be better 
treatment of the Arab Shia in their home countries, especially in Saudi Arabia 
and Bahrain.208 

Th e strength of the Arab Shia population, especially in Iraq, is in its own 
independence – not being subordinate either to Iran or to Saudi Arabia. Th e 
moment that the Shia majority government in Iraq sides with Tehran, they 
will lose infl uence in the Arab countries; they will neither be able to play a 
conciliatory role in this confl ict nor will they be able to preserve their interests 
in Arab countries. Iran will resist Iraqi independence, Azmi Bishara argues. 
He says that Iran pursues a relationship with a weak Iraq – not a strong Iraq – 
by infl uencing parties of ‘political Shiasim’ that are either partially or fully 
loyal to Tehran. In both cases, Iran’s primary interest is in the ‘sectarian frag-
mentation’ of Iraq that contradicts its Arab identity.209

Iraq’s independence from the infl uence of Iran – not that this entails an 
alliance with Saudi Arabia – is in line with its core interest so that it does not 
lose the privilege of being able to mediate and infl uence both sides. Siding 
with Iran means the confl ict continuing, which is not what Baghdad needs 
at this stage – Iraq needs stability in order to embark on a long-term recon-
struction process that will take decades. Any continuation of the confl ict will 
cause further delay. 

Siding with Iran would have a serious impact on Iraq’s own internal sta-
bility as well, beyond merely losing leverage to infl uence neighbouring Arab 
countries. Iraq will be a stronger country with a government truly represen-
tative of all its segments: Shia, Sunni and others. Marginalisation of Arab 
Sunnis could push them to seek other countries to be loyal to, exactly as 
Arab Shia are perceived to do by their societies, being more loyal to Iran 
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than their own countries. Th e same logic applies to Saudi Arabia: it must 
stop treating its Shia community with suspicion that its members are loyal 
to Iran. Instead, Riyadh should engage them in all parts of state and society, 
including in senior government positions. Saudi Arabia will be stronger when 
its Shia community strongly identifi es with the state, instead of feeling as 
though they are the targets of state security. 

Moreover, Arab Shias should realise that Iranian intervention in their 
aff airs has exacerbated their own plight, worsening their relationships with 
their own home countries. Presenting itself as the leader of Shia in the world 
suggests, for some, a manipulation of their own legitimate grievances about 
Iran’s own political agenda. Abbas Kadhim, senior fellow and director of the 
Atlantic Council’s Iraq Initiative and a prominent Iraqi Shia fi gure, explains 
that Iran wants the Arab Shia to serve as ‘sandbags’210 in a regional battle. 
What matters to Iran fi rst and foremost is the stability and security of the 
regime. Protecting ‘Velayat-e Faqih’ is the primary objective and everything 
can be used to protect this objective.211 

Turning the Arab Shia role in this confl ict from a perceived threat – due 
to manipulation and suspicions of external loyalties – to an opportunity 
requires removing the grievances they have with their home countries on 
one hand and on them fulfi lling their own independence from both sides of 
the confl ict. Iraq is especially capable of playing this role though it needs the 
political will to do so. 

Launching gestures of conciliation 

Gestures can play a signifi cant de-escalatory role in international confl ict.212 
Th e Iran–Saudi confl ict has matured – approaching a mutually damag-
ing stalemate– to the extent that genuine gestures could yield a powerful 
impact towards confl ict de-escalation. Eff ective gestures could include, but 
are not limited to: Iran launching credible peace plans in one or more of the 
regional proxy confl icts such as Yemen and Lebanon; Iran or Saudi Arabia 
taking on-the-ground measures to de-escalate one or more confl ict zones; 
Iran or Saudi leaders making a visit similar to Richard Nixon’s 1972 visit 
to China (that allowed a normalization of relations between Washington 
and Beijing); or even, in such a tense environment, a phone call from Saudi 
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Arabia’s King or Iran’s Supreme Leader to his counterpart. For his part, 
Iranian Foreign Minister Jawad Zarif wrote multiple articles in Th e New 
York Times215 and Th e New Arab214 off ering dialogue. Unfortunately, though, 
these articles were ignored and elicited almost no response. 

One reason that Zarif ’s gestures failed could be that the overture came 
from the foreign minister, rather than from the top rank of Iranian leadership 
such as the Supreme Leader, the President, or even the head of the Revolu-
tionary Guards. Zarif is considered relatively moderate, and so doubts tend 
to be raised as to the extent to which he represents the position of the Iranian 
leadership. In other words, gestures need to come from powerful leaders to 
maximise chances of success. Returning to the example of Richard Nixon, he 
was both a strong Republican leader and the President of the United States 
when he went to China; had he sent his secretary of state, the impact likely 
would not have been as great.

Another major reason that Zarif ’s articles did not produce results is the 
deep mistrust that engulfs the relationship between Iran and Saudi Arabia. 
Th ere is a lack of credibility when any initiative is taken on either side of the 
confl ict. Articles like those of Zarif are usually received with high levels of 
suspicion about the real motive behind them. Saudis usually interpret these 
articles as an attempt to (a) legitimise an Iranian role in the Arab region, or 
(b) buy time to cover for further expansion of infl uence in the region, espe-
cially through the support of armed militias like Hezbollah in Lebanon and 
the Houthis in Yemen. Th e US and China faced a similar trust defi cit in the 
past, but Washington did not need to visit to ‘legitimise’ its role in world 
confl ict; an established superpower needed no recognition from China that it 
could infl uence world politics. 

Articles in Th e New York Times will not help de-escalate the present confl ict. 
To the contrary, they are seen as an Iranian move to win international support 
and isolate Saudi Arabia. If Iran is genuinely interested in de-escalation and 
resolution, gestures like launching a credible peace plan for any of the regional 
confl icts in which it is involved will shatter mistrust and pave the way for mean-
ingful dialogue. People need to see action, rather than just rhetoric, and it is for 
this reason that the real impact of Zarif ’s articles is in exacerbating mistrust and 
worsening the conditions for resolution. 
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Unfortunately, when Iran launched a peace plan in the early days of 
the war in Yemen, the outcome only made things worse for Iran and the 
Houthis, rather than bringing about change to the course of the confl ict. 
Th e plan called for an ‘immediate ceasefi re and end to all foreign military 
attacks, humanitarian assistance, a resumption of broad national dialogue’ 
and the ‘establishment of an inclusive national unity government’.215 Th e 
major shortcoming of such a plan is that, while it called on Saudi Arabia 
to stop its military campaign, it failed to call on the Houthis to make any 
concessions on their side. When one reads the plan carefully, it translates 
as legitimising the Houthi coup and continued Houthi control of state 
institutions, while allowing them to keep forces in all areas of Yemen that 
they captured by force. Th e plan, in other words, attempted to normalise 
the Houthis–Saleh coup rather than provide a genuine approach to resolve 
the confl ict. Furthermore, putting the parties into ‘national dialogue’ 
while the Houthis are in control of territories and state institutions means 
that the dialogue is being held under the auspices of sympathetic foreign 
powers. Th e unsurprising result of such an initiative was that no one took 
it seriously – neither the Saudis nor the international community. It should 
be mentioned that Iran submitted the plan to the United Nations, which 
likewise showed no interest in it.

It is extremely important for Iran to change its image of deliberately desta-
bilising the region; one eff ective way to do this is through the launch of cred-
ible, meaningful and operationalised peace plans. Iran has an opportunity to 
be a part of the solution, not the confl ict. Iran’s ultimate objective of playing a 
role as a regional power can be achieved by facilitating solutions, not creating 
confl icts and building armed militias. Iran helping to contain the Houthis 
in Yemen would invite other parties to come to Iran’s aid in other areas like 
Iraq, Lebanon and Syria. Th at is how Iran can earn the recognition of its key 
regional role. Iran is an important country and it can never be separated from 
the region; it should take the role it deserves by being the party that is able 
to produce solutions. 

Credible gestures of conciliation can be particularly eff ective when the 
target is an utterly centralised political system like that of Saudi Arabia. In a 
system where the royal family makes nearly all policy decisions, a gesture that 
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earns the trust of the monarch can facilitate many areas of confl ict resolution 
activities, such as dialogue, negotiation and mediation. As Abdullah Baabood 
explains, ‘If the Iranians are able to send a message that touches the heart of 
the King of Saudi Arabia, you will see an entire confl ict resolution process 
taking place.’216
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Conclusion

The debate about the root cause of the Iran–Saudi rivalry is unlikely to 
end soon; indeed, confusion over the basic issues at stake remains part 

of the problem. Even more problematic, this confusion is not limited to the 
general public but extends to top policymakers – even President Obama 
seemed to indicate that the confl ict was about ancient sectarian issues. Sec-
tarianism, domestic political leadership, geopolitical gains, and economic 
benefi ts are all contributing causes to the confl ict. However, if one seeks to 
design a pragmatic confl ict resolution strategy, a desire for security must be 
understood as the major underlying cause. Both Iran and Saudi Arabia have 
legitimate security needs that, one way or another, will have to be addressed. 
American ‘encirclement’ of Iran by its military bases in the surrounding 
countries has contributed to an Iranian ‘encirclement’ of Saudi Arabia 
through its armed militias funded in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Yemen. Th e 
imbalance in the regional order created by the American invasion of Iraq 
in 2003 facilitated Iranian expansion in the region, which exacerbated the 
security crisis of Saudi Arabia, leading to Riyadh’s nervousness in managing 
the regional confl ict with Tehran. In this aggressive race to satisfy security 
needs, secure geopolitical gains and lead the Muslim world, Iran and Saudi 
Arabia have manipulated sectarianism to help them achieve their objectives, 
which has in turn become a cause for further escalation of hostility between 
the two countries. 

Both countries are taking a counterproductive approach to satisfying their 
security needs, pushing the confl ict into further chaos and making potential 
resolution more elusive than ever before. In fact, Iran’s current foreign policy 
is exacerbating its security concerns in the region in two ways. First, by ‘encir-
cling’ Saudi Arabia Tehran has contributed to pushing Riyadh into a tighter 
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alliance with the United States and Israel, the latter of which Tehran consid-
ers the primary threat to its national security. Saudi Arabia has entered into 
a total of $460 billion worth of deals in potential arms sales from the Trump 
administration, the primary objective of such a collaboration being to coun-
ter the perceived Iranian threat. Furthermore, for the fi rst time in its history, 
Saudi Arabia has entertained suggestions of a certain level of ‘normalisation’ 
with Israel, the historic Arab enemy, to foster an alliance against Iran. 

Second, by supporting dictatorships as in Syria and other sectarian forces 
in Yemen and Iraq, Iran’s foreign policy is reinforcing the conditions that 
produced terrorism or ‘Sunni radicalism’, which Tehran considers another 
chief threat to its national security. Th e Iranian government marketed its 
military support of the Assad regime to its domestic population as a way to 
fi ght terrorism. Tehran has instead helped to reinforce the policies of sectar-
ian discrimination that produced ISIS in Iraq, and repression and dictator-
ship in Syria through the Assad regime that have contributed to Islamic 
radicalism there. A deteriorating security environment (where terrorism 
thrives) has resulted from Assad’s ruthless policies against his people and 
Maliki’s sectarian policies against Iraqi Sunnis. Iran’s foreign policy has come 
to sustain these conditions and ensure their survival. 

Likewise, in its attempt to counter Iranian infl uence, Saudi Arabia is 
reproducing the conditions that made its national security strategy vulnerable 
in the fi rst place. Instead of becoming self-reliant, Saudi Arabia has increased 
its dependence on external providers of security, namely the United States, 
leaving its security strategy subject to the changes in US administrations and 
their foreign policy priorities. Under the Obama administration, Riyadh felt 
abandoned and vulnerable, while under Trump, it has become a critical US 
ally in the confrontation of Tehran. It is uncertain who will be in power 
next in Washington and in what direction the next administration will take 
the relationship with Saudi Arabia. Secondly, Saudi Arabia has deepened its 
security dilemma by initiating a confrontational approach or what it called a 
‘decisive strategy’ with Iran. Such a strategy has seriously struggled in Syria, 
Iraq, Lebanon, and worst of all in Yemen. With losses on multiple fronts, 
Saudi Arabia is less secure than before this strategy was adopted. 

Both Iran and Saudi Arabia must stop the politicisation of sectarian divi-
sions, as this is deepening their crisis rather than helping them bring an end 
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to their cold war. Saudi Arabia ‘sectarianising’ the confl ict to mobilise the 
broader Sunni world against Iran will be diffi  cult to reverse later. Intense 
sectarianising is likely to lead to extremism and potentially to terrorism, not 
just against Iran but even against Saudi Arabia itself. Th is situation is remi-
niscent of the American–Saudi ‘ideologising’ of the Afghanistan war against 
the Soviet Union by recruiting and funding mujahideen from around the 
Muslim world to fi ght a ‘holy war’ against the ‘infi del communists’. When 
the USSR exited the scene, both the United States and Saudi Arabia had 
to deal with the rise of Al-Qaida, former mujahideen who had fought the 
Soviet Union in Afghanistan. Saudi Arabia should keep in mind that it has 
a sizable minority of Shia Muslims among its own population, and intense 
sectarianising will directly refl ect on the social and domestic harmony of its 
own society. 

By arming Shia militias in the region, especially in Arab countries, Iran 
is likewise deeply involved in destructive sectarianism, a policy that needs 
to stop. Iran’s armed militias in the region certainly did not help its nuclear 
negotiation with the West, nor have they been able to derail or change the 
US administration’s policy towards Tehran. Instead, Iran fi nds itself funding a 
number of civil wars in Syria, Yemen and Iraq, all at the expense of building a 
resilient economy for its own people – no wonder protests rooted in economic 
anxiety broke out in late 2017. One important aspect Iran should consider 
about this strategy is that militias have the ability to destabilise but not to 
build strong and stable states, which means protracted Iranian involvement 
is likely in these unstable zones where armed militias operate. For example, 
Yemen will never be stable with a minority Iranian-backed Houthi govern-
ment in power that marginalises other political factions. A Houthi-controlled 
Yemen will always be a burden on Iran, not an asset.

Equally troubling, Iran’s fomenting of sectarianism in the confl ict has led 
to strained relationships between the Shia communities and their surround-
ing Sunni-majority societies. Polarisation among Sunni–Shia communities 
has never been more extreme than in recent history, and it will take decades 
for such a structural rift to be remedied. Shia communities are fi rst and fore-
most part of the wider society of their home nations, and creating tension 
among diff erent communal groups cannot be the basis for a stable future 
in the region.
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It is Iran and Saudi Arabia’s legitimate right to aspire to lead the Muslim world, 
but leadership does not come through imposition, pressuring and intimidation. 
It has become a key component of the cold war to pressure other Muslim major-
ity countries to join their alliance advancing the ‘us or them’ dynamic. While 
Iran’s main approach has been to build up armed militias in Sunni-majority 
countries, Saudi Arabia has linked fi nancial assistance to demonstrated political 
loyalties to Riyadh’s position regarding confl icts with Iran and other countries. 
Th e Nimr al-Nimr crisis was one clear example of this bargain of money for 
loyalty. Iran and Saudi Arabia can lead by example but need a model leadership 
style so that other Muslim majority countries can follow them. Respecting other 
countries’ sovereignty and engaging with them as equal and true partners will 
position Riyadh and Tehran to lead. Iran and Saudi Arabia can benefi t from 
the European Union’s experience in foregoing partnerships between countries 
of power disparity. For example, Germany’s leadership position in the EU does 
not come through ‘building armed militias in the Netherlands’ or linking its 
fi nancial aid to Greece to Athens showing ‘political loyalty to Berlin’. Germany 
leads by being a true partner to the rest of EU member states.

Iran and Saudi Arabia need to realise that they must take ownership of their 
own confl ict, despite the involvement of regional and global powers in their 
confl ict. Particularly with the arrival of Donald Trump in the White House, 
the US administration and Israel are now playing a key role in determining the 
trajectory of this confl ict; it has been hijacked by Trump and the Israeli gov-
ernment. Obviously, these parties will pursue their own interests, rather than 
those of the primary parties to the confl ict themselves, Iran and Saudi Arabia. 
It is in the interest of both the US and Israel to keep the confl ict in a state of 
protracted stalemate, as it has been since the removal of Saddam’s regime in 
Iraq. For them, the Iranian threat should not be removed, so that Saudi Arabia 
continues to rely on the US as their security vendor in the Gulf, making arms 
purchases and extending concessions to Israel on Palestine. However, Iran will 
never be allowed to dominate the region, as this will threaten the American 
and Israeli interest. In other words, Iran and Saudi Arabia are being used to 
serve the interests of external factors, as determined by the key players the US 
and Israel. Riyadh and Tehran should realise they are being used and have 
the necessary courage to claim back their own confl ict and end this state of 
protracted stalemate. Th e parties to the confl ict should be the ones to defi ne 
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a peaceful outcome that brings about stability, prosperity and mutual respect, 
not only for Iran and Saudi Arabia but also for the entire Gulf region.

Since Iran and Saudi Arabia are unlikely to voluntarily take a diff erent 
approach to building relationships with other countries in their political 
spheres in the foreseeable future, these other countries might want to take 
the lead themselves in reforming their respective relationships with them. 
Th is can be called building ‘zones of peace’ or a ‘non-aligned movement’ 
with regards to the Iran–Saudi rivalry. Oman, for instance, has long resisted 
tremendous pressure from both countries to side with one against the other. 
Today, other countries have started to see the benefi ts to Oman of hav-
ing refused to allow itself to be a battleground for regional rivalry. Kuwait, 
Morocco, Qatar and Jordan are all increasingly distancing themselves from 
being pulled into the rivalry. A truly non-aligned movement could not only 
avoid these states from becoming part of the battleground but could also 
enable them to play a proactive role in attempting to contain the confl ict. 
Th is is exactly what Kuwait has recently moved towards by attempting to play 
an intermediary role between its two powerful neighbours. 

A key factor in bringing the Iran–Saudi confl ict to an end has a structural 
dimension, which is the imbalance of the regional order that was created after 
the American invasion of Iraq in 2003. Th e imbalance was exacerbated by Iraq 
subsequently shifting to join the Iranian bloc, Saudi Arabia’s inability to bring 
Syria to its side, and Riyadh’s failure to quell the Iran-backed Houthi rebellion 
in Yemen. Th e regional order does not tolerate imbalances of power and will 
always push back to balance itself. Th is balance is what will ultimately put 
an end to the escalation of the Iran–Saudi cold war. Given the failure of the 
Syrian revolution against the Iranian-allied Assad regime, the rebalancing 
pressure must come from Iraq’s full independence from the infl uence of both 
Iran and Saudi Arabia. Building an inclusive and truly representative regime 
of its own people that does not cater to the interests of Iran should be Iraq’s 
core objective and, at the same time, this would address the imbalance in the 
regional order. In other words, a free, independent and democratic Iraq with 
an accountable, inclusive and transparent regime in Baghdad would signifi -
cantly weaken and contain the rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia. How-
ever, an inability to completely detach itself from the Iran–Saudi rivalry could 
turn Iraq into a battleground, suff ering from protracted instability – similar to 
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the situation in Lebanon, which ended its civil war in the Taef ’s agreement in 
1989 but continued to suff er long-term instability and emerged as a zone of 
contestation for Riyadh and Tehran. In contrast, Iraq’s Shia Arabs could be the 
uniting factor that brings the Shia Iranians and the Arab Saudis together with 
Iraq thus emerging as a place for peace and collaboration. 

Another way to balance the regional order would be to incorporate equally 
powerful players in the security architecture of the region, like Turkey and 
Pakistan. Th inking in terms of a West Asia and North Africa (WANA) group-
ing should provide a more suitable framework for peace and security than that 
of the Middle East. Such countries are an integral part of the region, and so its 
core stability is of interest to them. Confl ict escalation between Iran and Saudi 
Arabia means that at some point they may have to choose one party over the 
other, which is an option both countries refuse to take at the moment as they 
have vital interests shared with both Riyadh and Tehran. 

Saudi Arabia’s attempt to maintain the balance with Iran by outsourc-
ing its security needs to the United States will only exacerbate its security 
crisis and make the country more vulnerable to other types of threats. Th e 
long-term prospects of an American presence in the Middle East are deter-
mined by many variables – not only Washington’s interest in the region 
but also domestic factors back home. Building a self-reliant security strat-
egy would give Saudi Arabia the power it needs to protect itself and coun-
ter Iranian expansion. 

Saudi Arabia’s current approach to security independence is mainly an arms 
race. Th ere is no doubt that hard power helps, yet deep political, constitutional, 
social and economic reform are very much needed in the Kingdom in order 
for it to eff ectively position itself against any Iranian or other types of external 
infl uence. Saudi Arabia needs to fi ght rampant corruption, combat sectarian-
ism on its own soil, and give equal access to resources based on citizenship, not 
favouritism and nepotism. Th e Kingdom needs to engage in a national recon-
ciliation process with its own people that leads to a new social contract, one 
that redefi nes the relationship between society and state. Fixing these domestic 
issues will lead to a strong state that is capable of relying on itself to coun-
ter Iran’s infl uence. Th e external allies that Riyadh currently depends on to 
build its national security strategy will not always be there, but a unifi ed society 
would always be there to defend the country. 
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Th e Crown Prince’s campaign for reform in Saudi Arabia, which started in 
2016, is defi nitely a step in the right direction and is proving appealing on the 
domestic level, especially to the youth. Saudi Arabia’s reputation abroad had 
suff ered immensely through its association with terrorism and ‘Wahhabism’. 
However, the way the reforms have been administered – centrally and individ-
ually driven – is problematic. For example, the anti-corruption campaign was 
conducted entirely outside the judicial system, and the charges were settled 
through a direct bargaining process between regime fi gures and those indi-
viduals accused of corruption. Th e Saudi regime needs to take an institutional 
approach to reform to inject credibility into this campaign and not end up just 
consolidating their power. Reform can never be sustainable if solely linked to 
individuals. 

Reform in Iran is likewise overdue. In particular, Iran needs to have 
one offi  cial foreign policy voice, especially when addressing confl ict issues 
related to Saudi Arabia and the rest of Arab world. Saudi Arabia is right 
to be concerned about who exactly they should talk to in Iran, as mixed 
messages come from the diff erent forces in Tehran such as the presidency, 
Revolutionary Guards, MPs, or even the imam of Friday prayers at the 
University of Tehran who gives weekly ‘foreign policy lectures’. Th is 
becomes even more concerning when the Foreign Minister, Javad Zarif, 
extends an olive branch in his occasional op-eds at the same time as an MP 
makes statements about Iran’s control of four Arab capitals. Sending these 
mixed messages to neighbouring Arab countries has signifi cantly under-
mined Iran’s credibility and deepened mistrust about the true intention 
of Tehran among Arabs. It has also raised concerns about whether there 
is in fact one truly representative party that can engage in peace eff orts 
to resolve the confl ict. Nonetheless, the legitimate Saudi concern about 
Iran’s mixed messages does not justify its refusal to talk or engage in dia-
logue. First, mixed messages are not unique to Iran, as this situation is 
common in confl ict zones where variation in positions between the gov-
ernment and opposition do exist; in Iran the problem is not with the 
opposition but rather within the government itself. Second, from a tactical 
perspective, it is in Riyadh’s interest to engage in dialogue with moder-
ate voices in the Iranian government to strengthen their position against 
radical voices.1
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It is becoming increasingly evident that a resolution to the Iran–Saudi 
confl ict is still an ambitious objective for the very near future. Th e confl ict 
environment has not fully ripened for resolution yet. Mistrust between the 
two parties is huge; the confl ict is still perceived as zero-sum; and the nar-
rative of the confl ict on both sides has become a driving force for further 
escalation. Th erefore, what is urgently needed at this stage is for the parties 
to agree on a confl ict management system that aims to contain the rivalry 
and insert some rules and policies that regulate the confl ict behaviour of both 
parties. Better-managed confl icts have a better chance of being resolved (for 
example, the American–USSR Cold War). Th e Iran–Saudi confl ict is not 
managed well at present, and this leaves the door open for dangerous and 
uncontrolled escalation. A confl ict management system at this stage should 
include, among other measures, establishing a hotline between Riyadh and 
Tehran, confi dence-building measures, meetings of experts, and dialogue. 
Installing such procedures does not in any way mean that the parties are 
making concessions – a price that confl ict parties usually try to avoid – yet 
can alter the dominant and dangerous variables (e.g. mistrust, zero-sum per-
ception, lack of communications) that currently drive the confl ict. 

It is clear that the stakes for government engagement are high and a move 
from one party or the other could be understood as a sign of weakness in such 
a distrustful confl ict environment. However, Iran and Saudi Arabia could 
capitalise on the use of track two diplomacy that does not subject their gov-
ernments to what could potentially become an embarrassing situation. Track 
two diplomacy is designed to assist offi  cial leaders by compensating for the 
constraints imposed upon them by the psychologically understandable need 
for leaders to be – or at least to be seen to be – strong, wary and indomitable 
in the face of the ‘enemy’.2 Th is could defi nitely aid a process of de-escalation 
in the Gulf. Governments on both sides should unleash the potential of track 
two diplomacy as community leaders and other mid-level leadership fi gures 
are very eager to contribute to helping their countries build peace in the Gulf 
region. Unfortunately, authoritarian and centralised political systems in both 
Iran and Saudi Arabia have prevented track two diplomacy from reaching its 
full potential, but this is the time to change.

Finally, Riyadh and Tehran should keep in mind that government peace-
making cannot build a long-term and sustainable peace unless people on 
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both sides join and engage in a process of transformation of their confl ictual 
relationships. Th e bottom-up approach to peacebuilding in the Gulf has long 
been ignored. Given the unencouraging indicators of how little the people 
on either side know about each other, and given their almost non-existent 
interaction, the entire peace project between the two nations is in serious 
doubt. People-to-people interaction is needed in many areas including edu-
cation, sport, the media, and economy. Developing shared economic enter-
prises between groups from both countries, as well as education exchange 
programmes, could be a good starting point. Such activities should provide 
the foundation for building a sustainable peace between the two countries 
in the long run. Peace between Iran and Saudi Arabia must grow among the 
populace of both sides, which will then help their governments proceed with 
confi dence to sign the peace agreements that they all so urgently need. 

Notes

 1. Author’s concluding thoughts on a discussion on this issue in an Iran–Gulf track 
two workshop organised by Th e European Iran Research Group, Montreux, 
Switzerland, 12–13 December 2017. Identities of participants are not publicly 
revealed as the workshop was held under the Chatham House rule; however, 
thoughts can be cited.

 2. Joseph V. Montville, ‘Th e arrow and the olive branch: a case for track two diplo-
macy’, in Vamik D. Volkan, Joseph V. Montville and Demetrios A. Julius (eds), 
Th e Psychodynamics of International Relationships, vol. II (Lexington: Lexington 
Books, 1991), pp. 162–3.
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