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Strategic Context and Background 

The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia has deep historical roots, significantly 
shaping the geopolitical landscape of the Middle East. The enmity between these 
two regional powers stems from religious, political, and ideological differences. 
Iran, predominantly Shia, and Saudi Arabia, predominantly Sunni, vie for influence 
across the Muslim world. This rivalry intensified after the 1979 Iranian Revolution, 
which established the Islamic Republic and promoted a Shia ideological model that 
directly challenged Saudi Arabia's Sunni leadership and its alliance with the West. 

The Arab Spring and the subsequent regional upheaval exacerbated these tensions, 
leading to proxy conflicts in countries such as Yemen, Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. The 
competition for regional dominance manifests through support for opposing 
factions, military interventions, and diplomatic maneuvers. 

Stakeholders and Interests 

1.​ Iran: 
●​ Interests: Iran aims to consolidate its influence in the region, protect 

Shia communities, and counter Saudi and U.S. influence. It seeks to 
establish a "Shia Crescent" of influence stretching from Lebanon to 
Yemen. 

mailto:info@grayrhino.network


●​ Strategies: Iran supports proxy groups and militias such as Hezbollah 
in Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen, and various Shia militias in Iraq and 
Syria. It leverages its alliances to exert pressure on Saudi Arabia and its 
allies . 

2.​ Saudi Arabia: 
●​ Interests: Saudi Arabia seeks to maintain its leadership in the Sunni 

Muslim world, safeguard its regional influence, and counter Iranian 
expansionism. Stability in neighboring countries is crucial for its 
security and economic interests. 

●​ Strategies: Saudi Arabia supports Sunni groups and governments 
opposed to Iranian influence, engages in military interventions 
(notably in Yemen), and strengthens alliances with Western and 
regional powers . 

3.​ Yemen: 
●​ Interests: The internationally recognized Yemeni government, backed 

by Saudi Arabia, aims to restore control over the country and counter 
Houthi rebels, who are supported by Iran. The Houthis seek to 
establish their authority and gain greater autonomy. 

●​ Strategies: The conflict involves direct military engagement, with 
Saudi-led coalition forces conducting airstrikes and blockades against 
Houthi-controlled areas. Iran provides military and logistical support to 
the Houthis . 

4.​ Lebanon: 
●​ Interests: Hezbollah, a powerful Shia militant group and political party, 

represents Iranian interests in Lebanon. Saudi Arabia supports 
Lebanese factions opposed to Hezbollah's dominance. 

●​ Strategies: Hezbollah maintains a significant military and political 
presence, while Saudi Arabia uses economic and diplomatic means to 
support its allies within Lebanon . 

5.​ Iraq: 
●​ Interests: Iraq is a battleground for influence between Iran and Saudi 

Arabia, with a complex political landscape involving Shia, Sunni, and 
Kurdish factions. 



●​ Strategies: Iran supports Shia militias and political groups, while Saudi 
Arabia engages diplomatically and economically to counterbalance 
Iranian influence and support Sunni and moderate Shia factions . 

Capabilities and Resources 

●​ Iran: Strong network of proxy forces, significant influence in Shia-majority 
areas, growing missile capabilities, and a resilient military infrastructure 
supported by the IRGC. Economic constraints due to sanctions, but adept at 
circumventing them through various means . 

●​ Saudi Arabia: Advanced military capabilities with significant investments in 
modern technology, substantial financial resources, and strong alliances with 
Western powers. Relies on foreign support for military operations and 
intelligence . 

●​ Yemen: Fragmented military capabilities with the Houthis using guerrilla 
tactics and possessing missile and drone technology supplied by Iran. The 
Saudi-led coalition has air superiority and advanced weaponry but faces 
challenges in asymmetric warfare . 

●​ Lebanon: Hezbollah possesses a well-armed and trained militia with 
substantial political influence. The Lebanese state struggles with economic 
and political instability, which Saudi Arabia attempts to stabilize through 
financial aid and political support . 

●​ Iraq: Diverse and fragmented military forces, with Shia militias strongly 
supported by Iran. The Iraqi government seeks to balance external influences 
while maintaining sovereignty and stability . 

Trends and Dynamics 

●​ Proxy Conflicts: Ongoing proxy wars in Yemen, Syria, and Iraq, with both Iran 
and Saudi Arabia deeply entrenched. These conflicts exacerbate 
humanitarian crises and regional instability . 



●​ Diplomatic Maneuvers: Periodic diplomatic engagements, such as the 
China-brokered agreement in 2023, indicate attempts at de-escalation, but 
underlying tensions and competition persist . 

●​ Economic Pressures: Both countries face economic challenges—sanctions 
and economic mismanagement in Iran, and diversification efforts and oil 
market volatility in Saudi Arabia. These pressures influence their foreign 
policies and domestic stability . 

Scenarios and Implications 

1.​ Best-Case Scenario: 
●​ Reconciliation: Sustained diplomatic efforts lead to a gradual 

de-escalation of tensions and a framework for cooperation on regional 
stability and economic development. 

●​ Impact: Reduced conflict, improved humanitarian conditions, and 
greater economic collaboration benefiting the broader Middle East . 

2.​ Worst-Case Scenario: 
●​ Escalation: Renewed and intensified proxy conflicts, direct military 

clashes, and a potential regional war. 
●​ Impact: Severe humanitarian crises, destabilization of neighboring 

countries, disruption of global oil supplies, and increased global 
economic instability . 

3.​ Most Likely Scenario: 
●​ Status Quo: Continued rivalry with intermittent periods of heightened 

tension and limited reconciliation efforts. Proxy conflicts persist with 
ongoing regional instability. 

●​ Impact: Prolonged humanitarian suffering in conflict zones, sporadic 
disruptions to global markets, and persistent geopolitical volatility in 
the region . 

Implications for International Response 



●​ Diplomatic Engagement: Continued international mediation efforts, with 
support from global powers, to foster dialogue and conflict resolution. 

●​ Humanitarian Aid: Increased humanitarian assistance to conflict-affected 
areas, with coordinated efforts to ensure access and effective distribution. 

●​ Economic Initiatives: Support for economic stabilization and reconstruction 
efforts in war-torn regions, promoting long-term development and reducing 
dependency on external powers. 
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