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ABSTRACT:

The complex relationship between Saudi Arabia and Iran, two major participants in regional
equilibrium and global political currents, has a significant impact on the region's geopolitical
dynamics. The complex history, contemporary developments, and uncertain future of Saudi-
Iranian relations are all explored in this book. With Saudi Arabia's Sunni hegemony and Iran's Shia
domination influencing their ongoing conflict, this article takes a critical look at the diplomatic
engagements that reflect the underlying religious split. From the holy sites of Mecca and Medina,
Saudi Arabia exerts unmatched religious authority over the rest of the Sunni Muslim world.
According to Esposito (2002), this special kind of soft power results from the intersection of
religious authority and historical significance. Iran, on the other hand, has carved itself a
considerable cultural and geopolitical niche, sometimes at odds with Saudi objectives, thanks to its
rich Persian past and the adoption of Shia Islam by the Safavid dynasty in the 16th century. The
wider effects of the Saudi-Iranian struggle for preeminence are evaluated, including strategic
measures formed in response to complicated regional tensions, global sanctions, and unpredictable
oil markets, and conflicts in the Persian Gulf and current fighting in Yemen and Syria offer context
for the two superpowers' continuous rivalry and eventual reconciliation. The paper also considers
how recent diplomatic efforts and the realignment of international alliances have altered the
bilateral relationship paradigm. By giving a complete narrative of the historical backdrop and
contemporary events, this inquiry gives a comprehensive view on how Saudi Arabia and Iran
negotiate their fabled and controversial relationship, despite evolving geopolitical landscapes.

Keywords: Geopolitical landscape, Saudi-lranian relations, Regional stability, Diplomatic
engagements, Global powers, Multilateral dialogues, Third-party mediation, Bilateral dynamic,
Proxy conflicts, Middle East peace and stability

INTRODUCTION

The Middle Eastern nations of Saudi Arabia and
Iran possess a significant presence in the region, and
their interconnections are characterized by a
multifaceted tapestry of historical, theological, and
geopolitical intricacies (DeVore, 2012). The
interactions  between the parties involved,
characterized by a notable sense of competition and
dispute, have had a substantial impact on the wider
narrative of the Middle East, hence generating
consequences that resonate on a worldwide scale. In
order to get a comprehensive understanding of the
complexities inherent in their connection, it is
essential to undertake a thorough examination of
historical records, analyze the subtle distinctions

arising from theological divisions, and closely

scrutinize the ever-shifting geopolitical dynamics

within the area (Verma, 2022).
Throughout history, both countries have occupied
positions of significant importance. Saudi Arabia,
being recognized as the birthplace of Islam, serves as
the abode of Mecca and Medina, which are regarded as
the most sacred towns within the Islamic realm. This
confers upon the country an unmatched religious
significance among Sunni  Muslims  worldwide.
According to Esposito (2002), Saudi Arabia has a
distinctive sort of soft power that is derived from its
religious importance within the Islamic world, which is
deeply based in religion and historical context. On the
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other hand, Iran's diverse and intricate Persian legacy
has positioned it as a prominent center of cultural,
artistic, and imperial influence across an extensive
period of time. The rise of the Safavid dynasty during
the 16th century was a significant turning point in
Iran's history, as it led to the adoption of Shia Islam as
the dominant religious belief. This development had a
crucial role in shaping Iran's subsequent relations with
Saudi Arabia, establishing a religious identity that
would serve as a fundamental aspect of their
interactions (Mamadkul, 2014).

The 20th century saw significant transformational
events for both countries as a result of the winds of
change. The extensive oil reserves of Saudi Arabia
have propelled the nation from a barren territory to a
crucial participant in the arena of international energy
politics. On the other hand, the Islamic Revolution of
1979 in Iran brought about a significant political
transformation by replacing the Pahlavi dynasty with a
theocratic dictatorship (Stanzel, 2022). According to
Axworthy (2013), the 1979 revolution may be seen not
just as a political upheaval, but also as a transformative
event that redefined Iran's national identity and its
global position. The Saudi monarchy, which
considered itself the forefront of Sunni Islam, regarded
the intellectual transformation occurring in Iran,
namely its fervent desire to disseminate its theocratic
principles, as a direct threat (Keynoush, 2016).

The theological disparity between Saudi Arabia, with a
Sunni majority, and Iran, with a Shia majority, has
served as a significant tool in their diplomatic
strategies, but it is not the primary cause of their
conflict. According to Gause Il (2014), Religion
serves several functions within the Saudi-lranian
dynamic, extending beyond its role as a belief system.
It functions as a geopolitical instrument, a means of
establishing identity, and a vehicle for legitimizing
power. The sectarian narrative has been amplified in
other regional theatres, where the two states often
support opposite forces. This occurs in the violent
context of Syria, the devastated landscapes of Yemen,
and the politically unstable terrains of Irag (Stanzel,
2022; Zweiri et al., 2023).

The pursuit of regional dominance is further shown in
their foreign policy beliefs. Saudi Arabia, fortified by
its strategic partnerships with Western nations, notably
the United States, and its prominent role within the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC), often presents itself
as a stronghold against Iranian aspirations (Berti &
Guzansky, 2014). Iran, meanwhile, aims to establish a

sphere of influence in the Arab heartland by means of
its "Axis of Resistance," an alliance consisting of non-
state organizations such as Hezbollah and state allies
like the Assad government. This often leads to
conflicting interests with Saudi Arabia (Amiri et al.,
2011). In conclusion, the relationship between Saudi
Arabia and Iran may be characterized as a complex and
intricate interaction of historical factors, religious
differences, and geopolitical aspirations (Berti &
Guzansky, 2014). The connection between the parties
involved, while rooted in historical events, continues to
play a crucial role in shaping the current and future
direction of the Middle East. As two influential entities
in a politically unstable area, their diplomatic
interactions, which may oscillate between cooperation
and conflict, will inevitably have a significant impact
on the stability of the region and the broader global
geopolitical landscape (Kamrava, 2011).

Diplomacy in maintaining regional and global peace
Diplomacy, often recognized as the practice of
negotiation and statecraft, plays a crucial role in
maintaining regional and global peace (Tayebi et al.,
2016). The origins of this practice may be traced to
ancient civilizations, whereby envoys and ambassadors
were sent to engage in treaty negotiations, conflict
resolution, and the formation of alliances. In the
contemporary complex global context, characterized by
the propensity for conflicts to swiftly develop, the
significance of diplomacy assumes heightened
importance (Muthanna, 2011). Diplomacy,
fundamentally, functions as a principal instrument for
the prevention and resolution of disputes. By means of
engaging in discourse and negotiation, nations has the
capacity to  effectively  tackle  complaints,
misunderstandings, and conflicting interests, therefore
avoiding the need to use forceful measures. This
process facilitates the cultivation of shared
comprehension among countries, enabling them to
effectively communicate their viewpoints, objectives,
and apprehensions, so mitigating the likelihood of
misunderstandings that may escalate into conflicts (Li,
2005). This comprehension is particularly vital in a
context of globalization, whereby actions or choices
made in one geographical area might have extensive
consequences in other regions.

Furthermore, the implementation of meticulous
diplomatic talks has resulted in the formation of
internationally recognized standards, treaties, and
conventions that serve as guiding principles for the
conduct of states. Various international agreements,

https://ijciss.org/

| Siddique, M., 2023 |

Page 501


https://ijciss.org/

International Journal of Contemporary Issues in Social Sciences

Volume 2, Issue 4, 2023

ISSN(P):2959-3808 | 2959-2461

such as the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear
Weapons (NPT) and the Paris Agreement on climate
change, are of significant importance in effectively
addressing and reducing global concerns (Drab, 2018).
Diplomacy plays a crucial role in fostering
international collaboration across a wide range of
topics. Diplomatic channels facilitate interstate
collaboration in several domains such as commerce,
security, and environmental conservation, allowing
governments to collectively handle shared difficulties
and pursue mutually beneficial goals. During periods
characterized by increased tensions or crises,
diplomacy plays a crucial role in the process of de-
escalation and effective management (Boutros-Ghali,
1992). Diplomatic backchannels may be used as a
means to facilitate the resolution of conflicts, establish
temporary cessations of hostilities, or facilitate the
negotiation and implementation of peace accords. In
addition to conflict resolution, diplomacy assumes an
active role in the promotion of peacebuilding and the
rebuilding of post-conflict societies. It facilitates a
range of activities aimed at addressing the underlying
causes of conflicts, fostering reconciliation, and
establishing the necessary foundations for enduring
peace (Boutros-Ghali, 1992).

Moreover, under a context of global interconnectedness
and interdependence, it becomes imperative to address
global concerns via collaborative efforts. Diplomacy
upholds the principle of global governance, whereby
governments, although their inherent disparities,
engage in collaborative efforts to develop synchronized
approaches in tackling transnational challenges, like
pandemics, terrorism, and climate change. In
conclusion, diplomacy serves as the crucial element in
maintaining a stable global framework (Zhang, 2015).
The function of this entity is to serve as a buffer,
therefore reducing the inherent uncertainties and
volatilities associated with international interactions.
Diplomats engage in delicate, careful, and sometimes
inconspicuous efforts to priorities communication,
foster cooperation, and choose peace above violence.
In light of the complex and interconnected issues faced
by the international community, the significance of
diplomacy in preserving both regional and global

tranquilly becomes increasing importance
(Constantinou & Der Derian, 2010; Tayebi et al.,
2017).

The Middle East, a region of profound historical,
cultural, and geopolitical significance, has long been a
crucible for conflicts and power dynamics (Flanagan,

2013). Central to this intricate matrix are Saudi Arabia
and Iran, two regional behemoths whose interactions
have reverberated across the region and beyond. While
both nations have rich histories and significant roles in
the Islamic world, their post-20th-century interactions
have been characterized by rivalry, mistrust, and
competing regional ambitions (Calder & Ye, 2010).
This rivalry, often intensified by sectarian Sunni-Shia
narratives, has manifested not just in direct diplomatic
confrontations but also in proxy wars, impacting
nations like Yemen, Syria, and Iraq (Watts, 2004).
Despite the evident need for effective diplomacy to
mitigate tensions and foster regional stability, the
diplomatic endeavors between Saudi Arabia and Iran
have frequently been stymied by deep-rooted mistrust,
external geopolitical influences, and internal political
dynamics (Drysdale & Hinnebusch, 1991). The
absence of sustained and effective diplomatic
engagement poses a significant challenge, not only
exacerbating regional instability but also potentially
impacting global peace and security. The central
problem this study aims to address is: How has the role
of diplomacy, or the lack thereof, influenced the
trajectory of Saudi-lranian relations, and what
implications does this have for regional and global
peace? Understanding this problem is crucial, as the
Saudi-Iranian dynamic, if left unchecked has the
potential to reshape the geopolitical landscape of the
Middle East, with consequences that could ripple
across the world (Kraas, 2007).

The research paper aims to dissect the intricate
diplomatic relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran. It
seeks to trace the evolution of their bilateral ties
through key historical events and agreements, analyze
the range of diplomatic channels employed, including
formal talks and backchannel communications, and
evaluate the influence of external global and regional
powers on their interactions. This comprehensive
approach provides a nuanced understanding of the
diplomatic strategies and external factors shaping the
complex Saudi-Iranian relationship.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Historical relations between Saudi Arabia and Iran
The historical fabric of relations between Saudi Arabia
and Iran has been characterized by a rich tapestry of
interactions, conflicts, and shared experiences
(Keynoush, 2016). Rooted in the pre-Islamic era, the
interactions between what is now Saudi Arabia and
Iran can be traced back to the times of the Sassanian
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and Byzantium empires. These two dominant empires
formed alliances in the Arabian Desert, setting the
stage for the power dynamics that would evolve over
the centuries (Berti & Guzansky, 2014). With the
advent of Islam, the Arabian Peninsula began to
consolidate under the leadership of Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH). As the message of Islam spread,
Muslim Arabs began to challenge both the Persian and
Roman empires (Ahmed & Akbarzadeh, 2020). The
fall of the Sassanid Empire to the Arabs in 651 CE was
not merely a territorial conquest; it marked a
significant cultural and religious shift. While the
majority of Iranians embraced Islam, they retained
their Persian identity, combining it with their newfound
faith. This synthesis of Persian culture and Islamic
principles created a unique lIranian-Islamic identity,
which has been central to Iran's national narrative
(Chubin & Tripp, 2014).

The 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran was a defining
moment in the modern era of relations between these
two nations. Iran's push to spread its revolutionary
Shi'a ideology posed a direct challenge to Saudi
Arabia, which saw itself as the leader of the Sunni
Muslim world (Hagood, 2010). The ideological
differences between the revolutionary Shiite Iran and
Sunni-majority Saudi Arabia exacerbated tensions.
Notably, events like the 1987 Hajj incident, where
hundreds of pilgrims, primarily Iranians, lost their lives
in clashes, reflected the deep-seated rifts between the
two nations (Hagood, 2010). Nevertheless, it is crucial
to comprehend that the disparities were not only based
on theological schisms. The interplay between
democracy, governance, and conceptions of statehood
had a substantial influence on the formation and
development of their interactions. The Islamic
Revolution in Iran may be seen as primarily motivated
by the rejection of monarchical governance and the
aspiration to build a theocratic republic (Okruhlik,
2003). The novel style of government implemented in
Iran presented a notable juxtaposition to the
monarchical structure seen in Saudi Arabia. Moreover,
the two nations have shown contrasting positions
towards democratic uprisings in the area, particularly
in the context of significant occurrences such as the
Arab Spring in 2011. Saudi Arabia has often expressed
caution about rapid democratization, since it harbors
concerns about the emergence of factions that may
pose a threat to its governance. In contrast, Iran has
capitalized on similar movements to enhance its
influence in the region, but with a perspective

influenced by its own theocratic interpretation of
democracy (Cooper, 2012).

In addition to direct engagements, the relationship
between Saudi Arabia and Iran has been marked by a
succession of proxy hostilities across the Middle
Eastern region. Both states have used their own spheres
of influence to provide assistance to conflicting groups
in many countries. Proxy wars, often seen in countries
like as Yemen and Syria, include more than mere
struggles for territorial dominance; they are intricately
connected to the concept of governance and the
significance of democracy within the area (Mabon,
2012). Iran, characterized by its distinctive theocratic
democracy, often lends assistance to organizations that
share its ideological orientation. In contrast, Saudi
Arabia, although being a monarchy, has sometimes
supported forces who pledge to preserve stability, but
with a tendency towards democratic administration, in
order to combat Iranian influence (Mabon, 2019).
Moreover, the presence of democratic undertones may
be seen in the internal matters of both nations, such as
the treatment of minority groups. The presence of
complaints from both Saudi Arabia and Iran about the
promotion of internal unrest underscores the intricate
nature of administration and the protection of minority
rights inside their respective territories. Saudi Arabia
has accused Iran of engaging in discriminatory
practices against Sunnis, while Iran has made claims of
mistreatment of Shiites by Saudi Arabia (Perteghella &
Talbot, 2020). These accusations shed light on the
multifaceted challenges associated with managing
diverse populations and ensuring the equitable
treatment of minority groups within national
boundaries. In summary, the bilateral ties between
Saudi Arabia and Iran are intricately intertwined with
their historical and religious contacts, with the
substantial impact of their respective approaches to
administration and democracy (Amiri & Samsu, 2011).
The manner in which they have engaged with one
another, whether via direct means or by using
intermediaries, has significantly impacted the course of
events in the Middle East. This influence extends to
discussions around governance, democracy, and the
incorporation of religious principles in matters of state.
As both states proceed with their own trajectories, the
delicate equilibrium between their longstanding
connections and their contemporary geopolitical
aspirations will significantly influence the trajectory of
the area moving ahead (Mabon, 2015).
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Major Events in Shaping Diplomatic Relations

The diplomatic landscape between Saudi Arabia and
Iran, two paramount powers in the Middle East, has
been sculpted by a series of significant events over the
decades (Mabon, 2018). The 1979 Iranian Revolution
marked a profound shift, with the overthrow of the
Pahlavi monarchy and the rise of an Islamic Republic
under Ayatollah Khomeini (Karim, 2018). This
transformation was perceived by Saudi Arabia as a
direct challenge, especially given lIran's newfound
agenda to export its revolutionary ideals. The
subsequent Iran-lrag War from 1980 to 1988, though
not a direct confrontation between Saudi Arabia and
Iran, further strained their relations (Al Saud &
Abdulaziz, 2015). Saudi Arabia, wary of the spread of
revolutionary Shi'ism, supported Saddam Hussein's
Irag, both financially and diplomatically. Relations
took another downturn during the 1987 Hajj pilgrimage
in Mecca, where clashes between Iranian pilgrims and
Saudi security forces resulted in the death of over 400
people. The 2016 attack on the Saudi Embassy in
Tehran, following the execution of Shia cleric Nimr al-
Nimr by Saudi Arabia, led to a severance of diplomatic
ties (Al Saud & Abdulaziz, 2015). Additionally, the
two nations have often found themselves on opposing
sides in regional conflicts, such as in Syria and Yemen,
further complicating their diplomatic engagements. Oil
politics, given their statuses as leading oil producers,
have also played a role in their interactions, with
disagreements within OPEC often reflecting their
broader geopolitical rifts. Despite these tensions, there
have been moments of attempted rapprochement, such
as in the early 2000s under the Iranian presidency of
Mohammad Kbhatami, indicating the complex and
multifaceted nature of their relationship (Moosavian et
al., 2022).

The significance of the Middle East in Global
Geopolitics

The Middle East holds a central position in global
geopolitics, a significance derived from a confluence of
historical, cultural, economic, and strategic factors.
Historically, the region has been a crossroads of
civilizations, where empires have risen and fallen,
leaving behind rich cultural and religious legacies. This
historical depth has imbued the Middle East with a
unique cultural significance, especially as the
birthplace of monotheistic religions like Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam. Economically, the discovery

and extraction of vast oil reserves in the 20th century
transformed the Middle East into an energy epicenter,
making it indispensable to the global economy
(Barzegar, 2009). Countries heavily reliant on oil
imports, from major powers like the U.S. and China to
emerging economies, have deep vested interests in the
stability and accessibility of Middle Eastern oil.
Strategically, the region's geographical location,
bridging Asia, Africa, and Europe, has made it a focal
point for global powers seeking to project influence
and secure their interests (Tzemprin et al., 2015). This
has often led to external interventions, from colonial
impositions to modern-day military engagements.
Furthermore, the intricate web of regional rivalries,
religious schisms, and the Palestinian-Israeli conflict
adds layers of complexity to the geopolitical
significance of the Middle East. In essence, the region's
importance is not just a product of its vast resources
but is also deeply intertwined with its historical legacy,
cultural resonance, and the strategic imperatives of
global powers (Al-Saidi & Haghirian, 2020).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Definition and importance of diplomacy in
international relations

Diplomacy, as understood in international relations, is
the art and practice of managing relations between
states through negotiation, representation, and
influence. Its origins trace back to classical political
thought, with luminaries like Niccold Machiavelli and
Hugo Grotius offering insights into its methods and
significance (Lecours, 2002). In contemporary
international relations theory, the role of diplomacy is
multifaceted. Realists perceive it as an instrument to
navigate the anarchic nature of the international system
and pursue national interests, while constructivists
highlight its capacity to mold state identities and
interests through continuous interaction. Diplomacy
serves as the primary conduit for communication
between states, ensuring that interests, intentions, and
stances are clearly articulated, thereby minimizing
misunderstandings (Pajtinka, 2014). It acts as a
bulwark against conflicts, offering avenues for peaceful
resolutions through negotiation and mediation. Beyond
conflict resolution, diplomacy plays a pivotal role in
crafting international norms, rules, and treaties, often
culminating from extensive diplomatic dialogues and
conventions. Diplomats, representing their nations
abroad, not only voice their state's positions but also
foster relationships and gather crucial intelligence
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(Wang, 2006). In our increasingly interconnected
global landscape, diplomacy facilitates essential
cooperation, enabling states to collaboratively address
shared challenges. Furthermore, the concept of "soft
power," as introduced by Joseph Nye, emphasizes the
role of diplomacy in shaping preferences and
influencing others without coercion, using tools like
cultural outreach, public diplomacy, and international
aid. In essence, diplomacy, with its rich theoretical
underpinnings, remains a cornerstone of statecraft,
guiding interactions in the complex tapestry of
international relations (Klavins, 2011).

Theories of Peace and Conflict Resolution

Theories of peace and conflict resolution offer
profound insights into understanding the dynamics
between Saudi Arabia and Iran, two pivotal actors in
the Middle East. At the heart of these theories lies the
guest to understand the origins of conflicts and the
pathways to sustainable peace. Realist theories,
emphasizing power politics and national interests,
might argue that the Saudi-lIranian rivalry is a natural
outcome of two regional powers vying for dominance
in an anarchic international system (Richmond, 2010).
Constructivist perspectives, on the other hand, would
delve into the deep-seated narratives, identities, and
perceptions that shape their interactions, highlighting
the role of sectarian divides and historical grievances
(Bjola & Kornprobst, 2018). The structural peace
theory posits that peace is not merely the absence of
war but also the presence of justice and equity; in the
context of Saudi-lran relations, this would imply
addressing underlying issues like sectarianism, regional
hegemony, and resource competition. Conflict
transformation, another pivotal theory, emphasizes not
just the resolution but the constructive change
emerging from conflicts. Applied to Saudi Arabia and
Iran, this would involve transforming their rivalry into
a cooperative relationship, possibly through regional
integration, shared security frameworks, or economic
interdependence. In essence, these theories, when
contextualized to the Saudi-lranian dynamic, provide a
nuanced lens to dissect their complex relationship,
offering potential roadmaps towards de-escalation and
lasting peace (Azar et al., 2003).

The role of Soft and Hard Power in Diplomacy
In the intricate dance of diplomacy between Saudi
Arabia and Iran, the interplay of soft and hard power

emerges as a defining feature (Wilson 111, 2008). Hard
power, characterized by coercive tactics such as
military posturing, economic sanctions, or overt
political pressure, has been evident in the direct and
proxy confrontations between the two nations. Whether
it's Saudi Arabia's military intervention in Yemen,
perceived by many as a counter to Iranian influence, or
Iran's strategic use of its military alliances in the
region, the shadow of hard power looms large
(Wagner, 2014). Yet, the realm of soft power, the
ability to influence through attraction and shared
values, also plays a role. Saudi Arabia, with its
custodianship of Islam's holiest sites, wields significant
religious and cultural influence in the Islamic world.
Iran, with its rich Persian heritage and narrative of
resistance against \Western hegemony, projects its own
form of cultural and ideological appeal. Both nations,
in their diplomatic endeavors, have attempted to
leverage these soft power assets to shape regional
perceptions and alliances (Smith-Windsor, 2000).
However, the balance between soft and hard power in
their diplomatic engagements remains tenuous. While
hard power tactics can yield immediate results, they
often exacerbate tensions and mistrust. Soft power,
though subtler and slower to manifest, offers a pathway
to mutual understanding and long-term influence. For
Saudi Arabia and Iran, navigating this balance is
crucial. An overreliance on hard power risks
perpetuating cycles of conflict, while a genuine
embrace of soft power could pave the way for de-
escalation and a more harmonious regional dynamic
(Arif, 2017; Bilgin & Elis, 2008).

Diplomatic Efforts between Saudi Arabia and Iran
According to the Mabon (2018), the intricate
relationship between Saudi Arabia and Iran, two
predominant powers in the Middle East, is a tapestry
woven with threads of rivalry, cooperation, mistrust,
and hope. Historically, both nations have recognized
the importance of diplomatic channels, even if they
have been overshadowed by regional events and
internal politics.

Bilateral Talks and Agreements

With accordance to the Okruhlik and Conge (1999),
Saudi Arabia and Iran, despite their differences, have
had moments of diplomatic engagement that hinted at
potential rapprochement. In the early 1990s, the
geopolitical landscape of the Middle East underwent
significant shifts. The conclusion of the Iran-lIrag War

https://ijciss.org/

| Siddique, M., 2023 |

Page 505


https://ijciss.org/

International Journal of Contemporary Issues in Social Sciences

Volume 2, Issue 4, 2023

ISSN(P):2959-3808 | 2959-2461

and the repercussions of the Gulf War created a
window of opportunity for dialogue. High-level
exchanges between the two nations became more
frequent, signaling a mutual interest in stabilizing
relations (Okruhlik & Conge, 1999).

The inauguration of President Mohammad Khatami in
Iran in 1997 signified a notable period of transition.
The government led by Khatami aimed to enhance
Iran's diplomatic relations with neighboring countries,
such as Saudi Arabia, via the implementation of the
"Dialogue among Civilizations" plan (Tzemprin et al.,
2015). During this age, there was a notable occurrence
of several security agreements and collaborative
initiatives  in  diverse  domains, encompassing
commercial and cultural interactions. Nevertheless, the
bilateral negotiations and agreements have encountered
obstacles. The emergence of regional events,
exemplified by the Arab Spring and its subsequent
consequences, has presented novel and significant
problems. The Syrian civil war exerted significant
pressure on the ties between the two countries, as they
found themselves providing assistance to opposite
forces (Pasha, 2016). However, it is noteworthy that
diplomatic lines have always been maintained,
although sporadically, which highlights the mutual
acknowledgment by Riyadh and Tehran of the need of
engaging in discussion (Chubin & Tripp, 2014).

Role of International Mediators and Organizations

The geopolitical relationship between Saudi Arabia and
Iran, due to its potential impact on the stability of the
area, has consistently garnered the interest of global
stakeholders. The United States, in accordance with its
mission to promote worldwide peace and security, has
continuously urged for diplomatic engagement between
the two states (Rende, 2017). Special envoys and
emissaries have often played a crucial role in
facilitating dialogues, particularly at times of escalated
tensions. Several countries, such as Switzerland and
Pakistan, who maintain neutral or amicable relations
with both sides, have extended their mediation efforts.
The individual's function, often operating in a
concealed manner, has played a crucial part in
mitigating possible situations of heightened tension. An
illustrative example may be seen in Pakistan's efforts
during the mid-2010s to facilitate mediation between
the two parties after the occurrence of the Saudi
embassy crisis in Tehran. This particular scenario
highlights the significance of third-party interventions
(Cronberg, 2017). Regional organizations also have a

significant role to play. The Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC) serves as a forum for facilitating
conversation within the Muslim community, therefore
representing their collective voice. Encounters held at
the periphery of Organization of Islamic Cooperation
(OIC) meetings have often been as platforms for both
direct and indirect interactions between delegates from
Saudi Arabia and Iran (Bagkan, 2019; Liu, 2016).

Major Challenges Faced in Diplomatic Dialogues
The diplomatic trajectory between Saudi Arabia and
Iran is fraught with several hurdles. The enduring cause
of hostility lies in the sectarian division, whereby Saudi
Arabia represents Sunni Islam and Iran represents Shia
Islam. The presence of a sectarian narrative, which is
often magnified by regional occurrences and media
outlets, adds complexity to diplomatic initiatives.
Proxy conflicts provide a substantial difficulty in
several contexts. In the context of Yemen, Syria, and
Iraq, it is evident that both Saudi Arabia and Iran have
provided backing to conflicting groups, so
transforming these nations into arenas for the pursuit of
their broader geopolitical interests (Mason, 2014). The
aforementioned wars, because to their significant
impact on human lives and regional consequences,
have often hindered the progress of diplomatic
initiatives. The influence of domestic politics inside
both countries is also a significant factor. The presence
of hardliners, characterized by their entrenched
suspicions, has sometimes impeded efforts to maintain
long-term involvement. Moreover, the impact of
foreign global powers, characterized by their vested
interests and strategic alliances, adds an additional
dimension of intricacy. An illustrative example of the
influence on the larger regional diplomatic scene,
particularly Saudi-lranian ties, was seen after the
United States' exit from the Iran nuclear agreement in
2018, which was followed by the imposition of
sanctions (Esfandiary & Tabatabai, 2016).

METHODOLOGY

The qualitative research article utilizes a detailed case
study methodology to thoroughly investigate the
diplomatic relations between Saudi Arabia and lIran.
This methodology is especially well-suited for
exploring the complex, historically stratified, and
frequently subjective characteristics of geopolitical
interactions. The research relies on a wide range of
primary data sources, such as historical documents,
diplomatic correspondences, treaties, and public
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remarks made by important officials. The primary
sources have been carefully chosen to guarantee their
validity and direct pertinence to the diplomatic story
between Saudi Arabia and Iran.

In addition to primary data, a wide array of secondary
sources, including scholarly publications, books, expert
opinions, and prior research projects, are utilized to
offer a comprehensive perspective on the diplomatic
dynamics being examined. The utilization of both
primary and secondary sources in tandem facilitates a
more comprehensive comprehension, encompassing
both the explicit and implicit aspects of diplomatic
interactions. Furthermore, the research utilizes
qualitative content analysis as a methodological
approach, rigorously scrutinizing communication and
textual materials in order to discern recurring patterns,
themes, and underlying significances. The examination
of diplomatic rhetoric and speech between Saudi
Arabia and Iran holds significant importance in
comprehending the historical progression and
implications of their bilateral relations within the
broader context of the regional geopolitical
environment.

FINDINGS / RESULTS

The complex interplay between Saudi Arabia and Iran,
two prominent countries in the Middle East, has been
characterized by instances in which diplomatic efforts
either successfully defused impending crises or
regrettably proved inadequate. The examination of
these occurrences yields significant observations on the
function of diplomacy in the context of regional
geopolitics.

Specific instances where diplomacy played a crucial
role in averting conflict

One of the most notable instances of successful
diplomacy was in the aftermath of the 1987 Hajj
incident. Clashes between lIranian pilgrims and Saudi
security forces during the annual pilgrimage in Mecca
resulted in the deaths of over 400 people,
predominantly Iranians (Cordesman, 2001). The
incident threatened to escalate into a broader conflict,
with both nations ramping up their rhetoric. However,
diplomatic channels, both direct and through
intermediaries like the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation, played a pivotal role in de-escalating

tensions. While relations remained strained, a full-
blown conflict was averted (Marschall, 2003).

Another example may be attributed to the early 2000s,
during the tenure of Mohammad Khatami as the
President of Iran. In light of acknowledging the
reciprocal advantages of maintaining peace within the
area, both countries actively participated in a sequence
of diplomatic exchanges. The occurrence of high-level
visits, exemplified by the visit of Saudi Crown Prince
Abdullah to Tehran in 1997, was a significant
milestone since it was the first visit of its kind in over
ten years. The aforementioned interactions, which were
grounded in diplomatic efforts, resulted in the
establishment of several security pacts and cooperation
agreements. This underscores the efficacy of
conversation as a means to overcome divisions (Al-
Badi, 2017).

Analysis of failed diplomatic efforts and their
consequences

Although  diplomacy has achieved notable
accomplishments, there have also been instances in
which it has proven inadequate, resulting in substantial
ramifications for the stability of the area. An
illustrative instance might be seen in the 2016 assault
on the Saudi Embassy located in Tehran. In response to
the murder of the renowned Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr
by Saudi Arabia, demonstrators in Tehran forcefully
entered and ignited the premises of the Saudi embassy
(Mabon, 2018). Insufficient diplomatic measures were
undertaken to effectively handle the consequences,
resulting in the termination of diplomatic ties (Gause
I1l, 2014). This occurrence exacerbated the existing
lack of trust and hindered progress in fostering
reconciliation. The Yemeni war serves as another
example of unsuccessful diplomatic efforts. The initial
Yemeni political crisis rapidly transformed into a
regional proxy conflict, whereby a coalition led by
Saudi Arabia engaged in hostilities against the Houthi
rebels, who are suspected to have received support
from Iran (Crosston, 2014). Despite several diplomatic
efforts, including as United Nations-mediated peace
negotiations, the attainment of a viable and enduring
agreement continues to be elusive. The war,
characterized by its profound humanitarian
ramifications, serves as a witness to the repercussions
resulting from diplomatic shortcomings (Parsi, 2012).
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The Syrian civil conflict provides valuable insights into
the complexities and difficulties encountered in the
realm of diplomacy (Gohdes, 2015). The enduring
conflict between Saudi Arabia and Iran, characterized
by their backing for opposing groups, has posed
significant challenges to the achievement of a
sustainable settlement despite the several iterations of
peace negotiations, including both direct engagements
and interventions by international mediators (Clayton
et al., 2023). The ongoing war, characterized by a
substantial loss of human lives and the displacement of
a large number of people, highlights the severe
repercussions that arise when diplomatic efforts fail to
accomplish their intended goals. In summary, the
examination of Saudi-lranian ties via case studies
underscores the significant influence of diplomatic
efforts, including both achievements and shortcomings,
on the geopolitical dynamics within the area. The
significance of continuous and intricate diplomatic
involvement is emphasized, not only for the sake of
bilateral ties, but also for the overall stability of the
Middle East region (Koehler et al., 2016).

Current State of Diplomatic Relations

The diplomatic interplay between Saudi Arabia and
Iran, two of the Middle East's most influential powers,
has been a focal point of regional geopolitics (Rieger,
2016). Their relationship, historically marked by
rivalry and mistrust, has seen significant shifts in
recent years, influenced by both internal dynamics and
external actors (Gause, 2016; Ghoble, 2019).

Recent developments in Saudi-lranian relations

The Saudi-Iranian ties have seen significant turbulence
throughout the course of the last decade. The
occurrence of the 2016 assault on the Saudi Embassy
in Tehran might be considered a notable event because
to its association with Saudi Arabia's murder of the
Shia cleric Nimr al-Nimr. This incident resulted in a
considerable deterioration in diplomatic relations
between the two countries, ultimately leading to the
severance of ties (MNEKHIR, 2023). Nevertheless,
there have been indications in recent years of a
possible improvement in the situation. In the year
2021, there were instances of direct negotiations seen
between officials from Saudi Arabia and Iran in the
city of Baghdad, with the mediation of the Iraqi
government. The aforementioned talks, while in their
first stages, indicated a shared inclination towards the

mitigation of tensions and the pursuit of opportunities
for collaboration (Inan, 2023).

//— 2016: Embassy Attack

— 2021: Baghdad Talks
— U.Ss intent to rejoin JCPOA

Recent Developments in Saudi-lranian
Relations

U.S. withdrawal from Afghanistan

Figure 1 Recent Development in Saudi-lranian
Relations (Self Made)

One noteworthy advancement pertains to the evolving
global environment, namely the United States'
reevaluation of its Middle East strategy. The United
States' intention to rejoin the Joint Comprehensive Plan
of Action (JCPOA) has had significant repercussions
for the dynamic between Saudi Arabia and Iran. In
light of the possible relaxation of sanctions on Iran and
the larger reorientation of U.S. foreign policy
objectives, both Riyadh and Tehran are now grappling
with a new geopolitical landscape (Shen, 2023).
Moreover, the geopolitical consequences of the United
States' departure from Afghanistan have had an impact
on the dynamics of Saudi-Iranian ties. The emergence
of a political vacuum in Afghanistan, followed by the
ascendance of the Taliban, has underscored the need
for regional discourse, given the vested interests of
Saudi Arabia and Iran in ensuring stability in the
country (Inan, 2023).

Ongoing Challenges and Potential Areas of
Cooperation

Notwithstanding the favorable diplomatic gestures, a
number of obstacles continue to exist within the Saudi-
Iranian relationship. The ongoing Yemen crisis,
characterized by a coalition led by Saudi Arabia
engaging in military operations against the Houthi
rebels, who are widely thought to receive support from
Iran, continues to be a very contentious issue.
Furthermore, the ongoing contest for regional
dominance, as seen by proxy confrontations in nations
such as Syria and Lebanon, persists in placing
significant pressure on diplomatic ties. Nevertheless,
within the context of these issues, there are potential
domains for collaboration. The potential for
partnership in energy security is evident, considering
the significant oil production capabilities of both
countries. Collaborative endeavors aimed at achieving
stability in the worldwide oil markets, particularly in
light of pressing issues such as climate change and the
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global shift towards renewable energy sources, have
the potential to provide reciprocal advantages (Inan,
2023).

Ongoing Challenges in Saudi-Iranian
Relations

Figure 2 Ongoing Challenges in Suadi-lranian
Relations

Environmental difficulties, such as the phenomena of
desertification and water shortages, are common
challenges that transcend political differences.
Collaborative endeavors in these domains, grounded in
shared interest and advantage, have the potential to
facilitate more extensive involvements. In summary,
the Saudi-Iranian relationship, characterized by its
intricate nature, is through a process of transformation.
The relationship between the two parties will be
influenced in the future by a combination of regional
dynamics, global geopolitics, and shared interests.
Sustained discussion, comprehension, and
collaboration will play a crucial role in guaranteeing
regional peace and development.

Environmental

Energy Security S

Regional Trade

Potential Impact Potential Impact Potential Impact

80 60 70

Figure 3 Impacts Scheme

DISCUSSION / ANALYSIS

The Saudi-lranian relationship has considerable
importance within the geopolitical dynamics of the
Middle East, necessitating a deliberate and strategic
approach to cultivate mutual comprehension and
collaboration. The following suggestions endeavor to
strengthen diplomatic relations, foster mutual trust, and
use multilateral forums for productive discourse.

Strategies for Enhancing Diplomatic Ties

. Regular High-Level Engagements: It is
recommended that both countries establish
a formalized framework for regular
meetings among high-ranking officials, so
facilitating ongoing conversation regardless
of immediate geopolitical circumstances
(Alam, 2004). These dialogues may

function as forums for addressing problems,
exchanging viewpoints, and investigating
opportunities for collaboration. Cultural and
educational exchanges may be used as a
means to promote mutual understanding
and appreciation at the grassroots level by
leveraging the abundant cultural and
historical heritages of both countries. This
can be achieved via many initiatives,
including student exchange programs, joint
cultural festivals, and academic partnerships
(Ahmadian, 2023).

. Economic Cooperation: In light of the
economic difficulties arising from the
worldwide transition towards renewable
energy, it is advisable for both countries to
consider collaborative endeavors in areas
such as technology, agriculture, and
sustainable energy. Collaborative endeavors
have the potential to  establish
interdependent relationships, so cultivating
a favorable atmosphere for the development
of diplomatic connections. Shared regional
initiatives may effectively address shared
obstacles that are prevalent in a particular
geographic area. These challenges may
include issues such as water shortages,
desertification, and regional security
concerns. By engaging in collaborative
efforts, these initiatives can highlight the
advantages of collaboration rather than
competition, so promoting mutual benefits
for all involved parties (Ragab, 2018).

Importance of Multilateral Dialogues and Third-
Party Mediation

Within the complex framework of Middle Eastern
geopolitics, the significance of engaging in
multilateral negotiations and using third-party
mediation cannot be overemphasized. International
forums, such as the United Nations, the Organization
of Islamic Cooperation, and the Gulf Cooperation
Council, serve as crucial institutions that provide
impartial arenas for engaging in conversation (Rieger,
2016). The presence of well-established frameworks
and widespread international recognition creates a
conducive atmosphere for countries to participate in
frequent and continuous dialogues, so assuring the
maintenance of open lines of communication even in
times of increased strain. The function of third-party
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mediation is equally significant. Countries such as
Switzerland and Norway, known for their diplomatic
expertise, as well as regional states like Oman, which
maintains amicable relations with both Saudi Arabia
and Iran, are identified as prospective mediators. The
individual's impartiality and proficiency in diplomacy
have the potential to overcome the significant divide
of distrust, so enabling open and productive dialogues
that may be difficult to achieve in bilateral contexts
(Sun & Zoubir, 2018).

Moreover, the notion of regional integration offers a
potentially  fruitful ~ pathway  for  fostering
collaboration. By advocating for and promoting
comprehensive regional efforts that include several
sectors such as commerce, energy, and environmental
endeavors, the attention is redirected from individual
bilateral conflicts to the advantages that may be
gained collectively. Involving many stakeholders
from different regions in such efforts serves to
mitigate existing conflicts and promote a sense of
collaboration, highlighting common objectives and
reciprocal advantages (Turkmani, 2022). Ultimately,
the influence exerted by significant global powers in
determining the regional dynamic is unquestionable.
Ensuring that the influence and interests of nations
such as the United States, Russia, and China are
aligned with the aims of regional peace and stability
requires  active  participation in  productive
conversations. If their participation is directed in a
constructive manner, it may serve as a stabilizing
influence, providing diplomatic influence and
international viewpoints on matters pertaining to a
certain area (Palik, 2021). Essentially, while bilateral
interactions between Saudi Arabia and Iran are of
utmost importance, the complex nature of their
relationship requires a more comprehensive strategy.
Multilateral conversations and third-party mediation
are viable avenues for effectively navigating the
intricate dynamics at play, while safeguarding the
overarching objective of attaining regional stability
(Turkmani, 2022).

CONCLUSION

This paper has undertaken an analysis of the
complicated dynamics between Saudi Arabia and
Iran, focusing on their historical intricacies,
contemporary changes, and future avenues for
improved diplomatic relations. The geopolitical
dynamics of the Middle East are significantly
influenced by a complex and enduring relationship

characterized by alternating periods of hostility and
collaboration. Recent diplomatic initiatives, including
bilateral negotiations and interactions facilitated
through impartial forums, suggest a growing
acknowledgement of the advantages associated with
engaging in discussion and collaborative efforts.
Nevertheless, there are ongoing obstacles that
continue to exist, including regional proxy wars as
well as long-standing hostility that is deeply ingrained
in historical, theological, and political disparities. The
trajectory of Saudi-lranian ties in the foreseeable
future is expected to be influenced by a combination
of internal factors and external forces, including the
involvement of significant global powers and regional
actors. The significance of third-party mediation and
multilateral discussions has become a prominent
topic, providing opportunities to traverse complex
situations and promote comprehension. The greater
Middle East is significantly impacted by the trajectory
of Saudi-lranian ties. The establishment of a
constructive and cooperative partnership between
these two influential entities has the potential to serve
as a fundamental pillar for regional peace and
stability. Conversely, the persistence of their
antagonism poses a significant danger of intensifying
pre-existing tensions. The stakes, both for the states
involved and the broader area, are significant,
underscoring the crucial significance of continuous
diplomatic endeavors and a dedication to mutually
agreed upon objectives of peace and development.

LIMITATION AND STUDY FORWARD

One primary constraint of this study pertains to its
reliance on extant documentary sources and archive
data, which may not comprehensively represent the
full of the diplomatic exchanges between Saudi
Arabia and Iran. Due to the frequently clandestine
character of diplomatic negotiations, certain vital
material may stay inaccessible, hence resulting in
potential lacunae in the research. The aforementioned
constraint holds considerable importance, given that
hidden or confidential communications can have a
crucial impact on the formation of diplomatic ties.
Moreover, the research may face difficulties in
validating the legitimacy and precision of certain
sources, particularly when working with secondary
data or historical interpretations, potentially leading to
biases or mistakes in the analysis.

One significant constraint arises from the intrinsic
subjectivity associated with qualitative research. The
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interpretation of diplomatic writings, statements, and
acts is subject to the researcher's prejudices and
opinions, potentially impacting the derived results.
The presence of subjectivity becomes more evident
when examining intricate geopolitical matters, as they
frequently allow for several interpretations.
Furthermore, it is important to consider the dynamic
and ever-changing character of international relations,
particularly in the Middle East, since this may limit
the ability of the findings to fully encompass future
changes in the diplomatic dynamics between Saudi
Arabia and Iran. The temporal constraint implies that
the findings of the study, although applicable
throughout the research period, may require
reassessment to account for continuous shifts in the
geopolitical landscape.
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