)VL’!a ")

ISSN (Print): 2322-5645- ISSN (Online): 2783-2112

Quarterly of Islamic Awakening

Studies
Autumn 2025. Vol 14. Issue 3

evee000 J

Journal Homepage: https://www.iabaj.ir//

Yemen's role in Iran's foreign policy stance towards Saudi Arabia

Behnaz Azhdari

(2010-2020)
1 Narjes Arabshahi?, Mehdi Hasani Bagheri Sharif Abad?

1. Department of Political Science, Baft Branch, Islamic Azad University, Kerman, Iran
2. Department of Political Science, Baft Branch, Islamic Azad University, Kerman, Iran
3. Department of Political Science, Baft Branch, Islamic Azad University, Kerman, Iran

ARTICLEINFO

Abstract

PP: 56-71

Use your device to scan and read
the article online

O R0

=1

Keywords:
Iran internal developments
in Yemen Houthis regional
competition foreign policy
Saudi Arabia

Article History:
Received:

April 24, 2025
Accepted:

July 12,2025
Published:
September 22, 2025

The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia started from the
Pahlavi era and they have followed different strategies
depending on the domestic and international requirements.
After the Houthis came to power in Yemen, Iran and Saudi
Arabia entered a new phase of relations, and gradually the
effort to influence and control the other increased. With Saudi
Arabia's military invasion of Yemen, Iran sided with the axis
of resistance and increased its strategic depth. The current
research seeks to answer the question that what effect did the
internal developments in Yemen have on the Iran-Saudi
rivalry on Iran's foreign policy towards Saudi Arabia? (Issue)
In response to this question, it should be said that the rivalry
between Iran and Saudi Arabia in Yemen has caused the
foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran to become
aggressive towards Saudi Arabia. The research method is
descriptive and analytical and the data has been collected
using reliable library sources, documents and reliable
websites. The country's only increase in power has played a
decisive role. (Findings) Iran and Saudi Arabia's cooperation
in Yemen is analyzed using Barry Buzan's regional security
theory.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia,
rooted in historical, ideological, and
geopolitical tensions, has significantly shaped
the security dynamics of the Middle East. This
competition intensified following the 2011
Arab uprisings, as both regional powers sought
to expand their influence and contain the other.
Yemen emerged as a critical arena for this
rivalry, particularly after the Houthi movement
gained power in 2014 and Saudi Arabia
launched a military intervention in 2015. Iran's
support for the Houthis, framed within its
broader strategy of supporting the Axis of
Resistance and expanding its strategic depth,
has altered the balance of power in the region
and directly challenged Saudi Arabia's
traditional sphere of influence. The central
problem this research addresses is: how have
the internal developments in Yemen,
specifically the rise of the Houthis and the
subsequent Saudi-led military intervention,
influenced Iran's foreign policy stance towards
Saudi Arabia during the period 2010-2020?
Understanding this dynamic is crucial because
Yemen's strategic location, combined with its
complex sectarian, tribal, and political
landscape, has transformed it into a proxy
battlefield where Iranian and Saudi interests
collide. This study argues that the rivalry in
Yemen has led to an increasingly aggressive
Iranian foreign policy towards Saudi Arabia,
driven by Iran's desire to enhance its regional
influence, challenge Saudi hegemony, and
secure its own strategic interests while
avoiding direct military confrontation.

Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-analytical
method to examine the impact of Yemen's
internal developments on Iran's foreign policy
towards Saudi Arabia during the period 2010-
2020. The study utilizes a qualitative approach,
relying on the collection and analysis of data
from reliable library sources, official
documents, and credible websites. The
research design is structured around the
theoretical framework of Barry Buzan's
Regional Security Complex Theory (RSCT),

which provides a comprehensive lens for
understanding the security dynamics and
interplay between regional actors within the
Middle East. This theoretical framework is
particularly suitable for analyzing the Iran-
Saudi rivalry, as it accounts for the
interconnectedness of security concerns,
patterns of amity and enmity, and the influence
of both internal and external factors on
regional security. The analytical process
involves  systematically examining the
historical context of Iran-Saudi relations, the
internal political and social developments in
Yemen (including the rise of the Houthis), and
the subsequent foreign policy responses of
both Iran and Saudi Arabia. Data is gathered
through extensive review of existing literature,
including academic articles, historical
analyses, policy reports, and official
statements from relevant actors. The study
then evaluates how shifts in Yemen's power
dynamics—particularly the Houthi takeover of
Sana'a and the  Saudi-led military
intervention—have influenced Iran's strategic
calculus and its policy stance towards Saudi
Arabia. This methodological approach enables
a nuanced understanding of the complex
interplay between domestic developments in
Yemen and broader regional geopolitical
rivalries.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this study reveal that Iran's
foreign policy towards Saudi Arabia became
increasingly aggressive during the 2010-2020
period, driven primarily by the shifting balance
of power in Yemen following the rise of the
Houthi movement. The analysis demonstrates
that Yemen emerged as a critical strategic
arena where Iran successfully expanded its
influence, thereby enhancing its regional
leverage and challenging Saudi Arabia's
traditional dominance in the Arabian
Peninsula. The research identifies that Iran's
support for the Houthis, framed within its
broader strategy of backing the Axis of
Resistance, significantly increased Iran's
strategic depth and created new pressure points
against Saudi Arabia. This was particularly
evident after Saudi Arabia's military
intervention in Yemen in 2015, which further
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escalated tensions and transformed Yemen
into a proxy battlefield between the two
regional rivals. The discussion highlights
several key dynamics: first, the Houthi
takeover of Sana'a in 2014 fundamentally
altered the regional balance, placing Iran in a
position to threaten Saudi Arabia's southern
borders and maritime security in the Red Sea.
Second, Iran's successful cultivation of
alliances with non-state actors across the
region, including Hezbollah, Hamas, and the
Houthis, has created a multi-front pressure
strategy that constrains Saudi Arabia's policy
options. Third, the study underscores that both
Iran and Saudi Arabia have pursued aggressive
foreign policies aimed at securing their
respective national interests, with Yemen
serving as a central node in this broader
regional competition. However, the discussion
also emphasizes that despite the escalation,
both actors have ultimately avoided direct
military confrontation, suggesting that rational
calculations and the high costs of war have
acted as restraining factors. The research
concludes that Iran's aggressive posture in
Yemen represents a calculated strategy to
maximize its relative power, challenge Saudi
hegemony, and strengthen its negotiating
position in regional and international forums,
while simultaneously avoiding the risks of a
full-scale conflict. This dynamic underscores
the complex interplay between domestic
developments in Yemen and broader
geopolitical rivalries that continue to shape the
Middle East's security landscape.

Conclusion

This study concludes that Yemen's internal
developments, particularly the rise of the
Houthi movement, played a decisive role in
shaping Iran's aggressive foreign policy stance
towards Saudi Arabia during the period 2010-
2020. The research demonstrates that Iran's
strategic calculations were fundamentally
influenced by the shifting balance of power in
Yemen, which provided Tehran with a unique

opportunity to expand its regional influence,
challenge Saudi hegemony, and enhance its
strategic depth. The findings confirm that
Iran's support for the Houthis, framed within
its broader Axis of Resistance strategy, created
new pressure points against Saudi Arabia,
forcing Riyadh to respond militarily and
politically. However, despite the escalation
and proxy warfare, both Iran and Saudi Arabia
have ultimately avoided direct military
confrontation, indicating that rational
calculations and the high costs of war have
acted as restraining factors. The study
highlights that the rivalry between Iran and
Saudi Arabia in Yemen is deeply rooted in
historical, ideological, and geopolitical factors,
making it a persistent and complex challenge
for regional security. From a theoretical
perspective, Barry Buzan's Regional Security
Complex Theory provides a valuable
framework for understanding how
interconnected security concerns, patterns of
amity and enmity, and the influence of external
powers shape the dynamics of regional
rivalries. The research underscores that Iran's
aggressive foreign policy in Yemen is not
merely a reaction to immediate threats but a
calculated strategy to maximize its relative
power, secure its national interests, and
strengthen its negotiating position in regional
and international arenas. Moving forward, the
study suggests that sustainable stability in the
region requires diplomatic engagement,
confidence-building  measures, and a
comprehensive approach that addresses the
underlying political, economic, and social
grievances in Yemen, while also recognizing
the legitimate security concerns of both Iran
and Saudi Arabia. Ultimately, this research
contributes to a deeper understanding of the
complex interplay  between  domestic
developments in Yemen and broader
geopolitical rivalries, offering insights for
policymakers and scholars seeking to navigate
the intricate security landscape of the Middle
East.
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