8. How does Saudi-Iranian rivalry shape developments in the Middle East and
South Asia?

The Saudi-Iranian geopolitical rivalry demonstrates an increasingly array of problems for the
Middle East and South Asia. This geopolitical rivalry is further complicated by religious and
ideological competition that is embedded within the domestic and regional landscape of the
both the Middle East and South Asia. The rivalry has hindered peaceful developments within
the regions as both rivals have attempted to out manoeuvre each other through proxy conflict.
This can be exemplified by their interferences in Irag, Lebanon and to a smaller extent in
Pakistan. The implications of their rivalry has also exacerbated conflicts within Syria and Yemen
by hindering any prospects of a conflict resolution, and further contributing to the widespread
catastrophes. The religious dimensions of the rivalry have also prevented discriminated Shi’a
populations in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia and Afghanistan from gaining political and civil rights.
Sunnis within Iran and Iraq also face a similar dilemma. Furthermore, Iran’s expansion has

forced Saudi Arabia to seek common ground with Israel.

Prior to 1979, the competition between the two nations were largely characterised by concerns
involving regional order with some pre-existing Arab-Persian tensions.! The United States acted
as a moderating influence on the rivalry.” Both Saudis and Iranians maintained good relations
with the US and was part of Nixon’s attempted ‘Twin Pillar’ policy, which aimed in creating a

bulwark against Soviet influence in the region.> However, the Iranian revolution of 1979
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catapulted the two nations into hostility. Both competed for Islamic leadership with Iran
representing Shi’a Islam through its Revolutionary doctrines and Saudi Arabia representing
Sunni Islam and its Wahhabi interpretations.? This rivalry was worsened by Iran’s attempts to
delegitimise the existence of the Gulf monarchies and by expanding Iranian influence through
supporting Shi’a minorities across the region’. Early signs of the rivalry were evident by Saudi
Arabia’s support of Iraqg in the Iran-lrag War and by Iran’s support of the Shi’a uprisings in Saudi

Arabia®.

The influence of the Saudi-Iranian rivalry has continued to exacerbate sectarian conflict within
the region. Both nations attempt to expand and counter each other’s influence by supporting
proxy groups within the domestic politics of weakened institutional structures.” The fall of the
Taliban in 2001 and the removal of Saddam Hussein in 2003 created a significant shift in the
power balance within the region.? It presented Iran an opportunity to fill the postwar vacuum,
in terms of both soft and hard power.’ Its religious ties with the Shia majority in Iraq allowed it

to influence Baghdad’s domestic politics.”® This alarmed Riyadh which feared Iraq becoming
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part of the wider Iranian-Syrian-Hezbollah axis.™ As a result, Riyadh began supporting Sunni
insurgents within Iraq in order to counter Iran’s supremacy.'? The marginalisation of Irag’s
Sunni population by Bagdad has further allowed Saudi Arabia to take advantage of the
situation.” This was exemplified by the former Iragi Prime Minister Nuri al-Maliki that routinely

accused Saudis of supporting insurgents that were “tearing the country apart”.*

The proxy conflict between Iran and Saudi Arabia is not only limited to Irag. Lebanon’s frail
democracy and sectarian organised government provided an opportunity for both states to
expand their influence in the country.™ This opportunity became ripe after the assassination of
Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri in 2005." The death of Hariri created a vacuum that
stirred long-dormant tensions between the two competing coalitions and respective associates
of Iran and Saudi Arabia."” Lebanese politics was split between two factions: the March 8th
Alliance which was supported by Hezbollah, Syria and Iran; and the March 14th Alliance which
comprised of a pro-Hariri and Sunni coalition supported by Saudi Arabia.*® The intrusion of

Saudi-Iranian influence helped sharply divide Lebanon’s political landscape by making
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concessions between the two political factions more difficult to achieve.™ Thus further
polarising Lebanon’s political landscape. On the other hand, the nature of the rivalry did assist
Lebanon’s economy, especially in the aftermath of the 2006 war with Israel.”’ The Saudis were
alarmed by the conflict between the Iranian-backed Hezbollah and Israel because it saw Iran as
the mastermind behind the war. Disturbed by strong Iranian influence in the Levant, Saudi
Arabia made significant efforts to counter Iranian gains.”* For example, it provided $1.5 billion
for post-war reconstruction and S1 billion dollars towards the Lebanese Central Bank for
domestic economic support.?? Whilst this financial assistance did benefit Lebanon’s damaged
economy, the underlying principle was to prevent Iran’s Hezbollah from further consolidating

the country.”®

In South Asia, the rise of radical Sunni groups can be explained partly due to Saudi Arabia’s
efforts to undermine Iranian influence in the region.? The fall of the anti-Iranian Taliban
allowed Iran to make further gains in South Asia through its support of Shia and Persian-
speaking population in the region.? Initially, Saudi Arabia financed the Deobandi madrassas in

the 1980s to create jihadist opposing the Soviet Union in Afghanistan.?® Continued Saudi
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funding of Deobandi madrassas in both Afghanistan and Pakistan has been seen as a way to
counter Iranian influence in the region given the strong anti-Shi’a rhetoric in Deobandi
teachings.”” As a result, it has contributed in sectarian violence in both countries where Shi’as
as well as other minorities have been routinely targeted by radical Deobandi groups.?®
According to the Human Rights Commission of Pakistan, in 2013 alone more than seven
hundred Shi’a were killed and more than 1,000 were injured in Pakistan alone.? Similarly,

attacks in Afghanistan routinely target Shi’a populations throughout the country.

By competing amongst religious lines, the two rivals have not only helped sectarian violence
aggravate across both regions, it has also helped drive state(s) into frequent collapse as seen in
Lebanon and Iraq, as parties are relying themselves on Saudi-Iranian backers who want to

oppose one another more than building a functioning state®.

The implications of the Saudi-Iranian rivalry have made conflict resolution significantly difficult
to achieve and helped foster the ongoing catastrophes in both Syria and Yemen. The civil war in
Syria has pitted both Iranian and Saudi interests directly against each other. The crisis in Syria

has provided Riyadh the opportunity to eliminate the threatening Hezbollah-Syrian-Iranian “axis
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of resistance”.® As a result, Saudi Arabia along with the Gulf States have supported many rebel

and Islamist militant groups combating the Assad regime.*® For Iran, the survival of the Assad
regime is essential for its own standing within the Middle East, as Syria provides a gateway for
its influence in Lebanon and Palestine.** As a result, the Iranian government has provided
extensive military and economic support to the Syrian regime.*® Since both states view the
struggle for Syria as a zero-sum game; any hope for a peaceful political resolution seems highly
unlikely.*® For Syria, the war has turned into a stalemate that has created a large refugee crisis
that threatens to destabilise neighbouring nations, it has killed more than 250,000 people and
has facilitated in the growth of extremist militant groups such as the Islamic State.*’
Furthermore, the conflict has attracted in many foreign fighters across the region. For example,
approximately five thousand Shia foreign fighters participated in the takeover of East Aleppo in
late 2016.% Most of these Shia fighters were from Iran, Irag, Afghanistan, Pakistan and
Lebanon.*® Whilst it was also noted that a sizeable number of rebel forces were of Lebanese,
Libyan and Gulf nationality. Similarly, the conflict in Yemen can also be seen within the context

of the Saudi-Iranian conflict.*’ Saudi Arabia’s bombardment of Yemen revolves around the fear
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of an Iranian-led Houthi government in Yemen.** Although the extent of Iran’s relationship with
the Shia Houthis is unclear, the minor presence of Iranian influence in Yemen has been enough
to prompt Saudi-led airstrikes against the country.*” This has resulted in large civilian casualties,
with the blockade putting one-third of the population at the brink of starvation.”® Thus the
Saudi-Iranian rivalry in both Syria and Yemen has exacerbated the human catastrophes and

regional security of the region.

The Saudi-Iranian rivalry has had detrimental ramifications for discriminated Muslim minorities
in their quest of achieving improved rights. For both Saudi Arabia and Iran; any gains by local
Shi’a or Sunnis in the political and economic sphere would be equally seen as gains made by
their Iranian and Saudi counterparts.* This example can be exemplified in the context of the
2011 Bahrain protests. The Bahraini protests were largely led by its majority Shia inhabitants
whom demanded greater political representation and an elimination of the institutionalised
discrimination.”® The Saudis and the Bahrain’s Sunni rulers viewed these developments as an
Iranian attempt to expand its hand in the Gulf.*® This led to a Saudi-led Gulf force that crushed

the demonstrations within the kingdom and helped preserve the ruling Al Khalifa family of
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Bahrain.*” Although the extent of Iranian involvement in Bahrain was uncertain, the strategic
importance of Bahrain for Saudi Arabia as a buffer against its own Shia population, coupled
with a history of Iranian interference in the region forced the Saudis to act under the
assumption that its claims were correct®®. Riyadh believes that political empowerment of Shi’as
in Bahrain will not only increase Iranian power in the region but also give inspire Saudi Shi’as to
follow suit.* This belief has also echoed across other nations as well. For example, the Shi’a
political figures in Afghanistan are widely seen as puppets of Iran.° Similarly, Iran also excludes
its Arab populations from positions of power and institutional discrimination against Sunnis is
widespread. Even though the majority of Iran’s oil producing areas lie within the Arab
populated region of Khuzestan; the region is largely under-developed developed compared to
the Persian-speaking region due to Tehran’s discriminatory policies.”* Furthermore, Iran has
also routinely accused Saudi Arabia of supporting Arab and Sunni Baluch separatists.>® In other
words, the rivalry has further solidified discrimination for both respective Sunni and Shi’a
populations across the region because any gain by local Shi’as is perceived be seen as a gain for
Iran and vice-versa. This has put a strain in the regions’ efforts of having a fairer and egalitarian

society.
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The rivalry between the two regional powers has changed the dynamics of the political
landscape in a number of ways. The initial competition between the two nations, fostered
many Sunni Arab states into a common bloc against Iran’s allies. It has also forced Iran’s foe
Israel and Saudi Arabia to seek closer ties.>® Despite the two nations not having official
diplomatic relations, it is widely believed that both Saudi and Israeli share intelligence on
matters concerning Iran.>® Both Israel and Saudi Arabia oppose the Iranian-backed Assad
regime in Syria and Israel has been noted for covertly assisting rebel fighters.> Both nations
had also presented a common stance against the Obama administration’s deal with Iran’s
nuclear program and Hezbollah’s presence in Lebanon.”® Furthermore, Iran’s nuclear ambitions
could also potentially force the Saudi’s to pursue its own nuclear program, thus increasing the
nuclear proliferation of the region. Despite Saudi Arabia sharing no official ties, the increasing
Iranian influence in the region has prompted both Israel and Saudi Arabia to develop stronger
covert ties in order to combat Iran.”” With some analysts believing that the increasing Saudi and

Iranian rivalry could potentially create better Gulf relations with Israel in the near future™.

The Saudi-Iranian rivalry has played a significant role in hindering positive developments in
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South Asia and the Middle East. The rivalry has deteriorated Sunni-Shia relations by increasing
sectarian rivalry which in turn has damaged the capacity of many states to govern itself. This
can be exemplified in Iraqg, Lebanon and Pakistan. The zero-sum game between Saudi Arabia
and Iran on the Syrian and Yemeni conflict has exacerbated hopes of a peaceful settlement, it
has contributed to the humanitarian crises and rise of militancy in the region. The sectarian
nature of the rivalry creates the belief that any gains made by local Shi’as is a gain for Iran and
gains made by Sunnis is a gain for Saudi Arabia. Thus, it has put more strain in the plight of
disadvantaged Shi’a and Sunni communities from gaining more political and economic rights.
Furthermore, Iran’s increasing influence in the region has the potential to change the dynamics

of Gulf-Israeli relations by bringing Saudi Arabia to seek more solid ties with Israel.
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