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Abstract

Iran and Saudi Arabia, as two prominent countries in the region, initially engaged in mostly
political rivalry prior to the Islamic Revolution—a competition in which each side sought to
reduce the capabilities of the other. However, following the Islamic Revolution, particularly in
recent years, this rivalry has taken on a predominantly security-oriented dimension. This has
become a zero-sum game, wherein each side attempts to eliminate the other from its respective
spheres of influence. Within this context, the present study seeks to answer the following
question: what is the role of proxy wars in the regional competition between the Islamic
Republic of Iran and the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in the Middle East, and particularly in the
Yemeni theater? The research is descriptive-analytical in nature and is based on the hypothesis
that proxy wars between Iran and Saudi Arabia, amid the intensification of competition in arenas
such as Syria and Yemen, have served to prevent direct confrontation between the two actors.
The study employs Stephen Walt’s “Balance of Threat Theory” as its theoretical framework.
The findings demonstrate that the regional rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia can be
characterized as sectarian (Sunni versus Shi'‘7), ethnic (Arab versus Persian), ideological (pro-
American allies versus anti-American forces), and geopolitical. Each country naturally regards
itself not only as the leader of the Middle East but also of the entire Islamic world. This self-
perception has escalated tensions and proxy warfare between Iran and Saudi Arabia to
unprecedented levels in recent decades. Based on the assumptions of offensive realism, Saudi
Arabia has adopted an aggressive foreign policy towards Iran due to regional chaos in the
Middle East, uncertainty about Iran’s intentions and motives, and a positive self-assessment
of its own offensive capabilities (political, economic, and military). Despite considerable
differences in the foreign and regional policies of Saudi Arabia and Iran, the emergence of proxy
wars has thus far prevented the outbreak of direct warfare between the two, keeping their
competition confined to indirect confrontation.
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