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Abstract: 

Saudi Arabia and Iran are two major powers in the Muslim World and hold considerable 

sway over all matters pertaining to their respective regions. They both have significant stakes 

in matters of political and strategic nature but evince a level of animosity and enmity 

amongst them. Pakistan holds tenuous relations with Iran but enjoys salubrious and favorable 

ones with Saudi Arabia. Either way, the enmity between the two nations is sure to impart 

inexorable ramifications upon Pakistan as well. This study is mainly an endeavor directed 

towards assessing the effects that such a rivalry might entail for Pakistan. This study also 

provides information on the key strata and aspects in which Pakistan will be affected by this 

rivalry.  
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1. Introduction:  

Saudi Arabia and Iran are two of the most important and considerable political units in the 

historical and political development of the Middle East. Diplomatic relations between Iran and 

Saudi Arabia were established in 1932 but mostly remained inactive. Both countries are in a 

state of proxy war with each other for attaining maximum power and regional influence. This 

rivalry has also been intensified by some other factors like ideological differences, the struggle 

for hegemony, nationalism and external alliances, etc. Shi’ism is the state religion of Iran while 

Saudi Arabia is seen as the leading Sunni force in the world (Gillani 2021). Iranian Revolution 

and the Iran-Iraq war are believed to be crucial incidents in deteriorating the relations between 

Saudi Arabia and Iran. As of now, Saudi Arabia and Iran have not been engaged in any direct 

conflict but locked themselves in different regional conflicts like Iraq, Bahrain, Yemen, Syria, 

etc. (Dahl 2018). Iran wants to propagate its Shia ideology in the region while Saudi Arabia 

fears the expansion of revolution so Saudi Arabia supported Iraq in the Iran-Iraq war. The fall 

of Saddam Hussain did allow Iran to intervene in the political activities of Iraq and it was 

depicted as a challenge to Saudi Arabian influence in the region. (Settembrini 2019). It was also 

seen in the case of Bahrain after the Arab uprising that Saudi Arabia supported the government 

of Al-Khalifa against the majority population of Shias at the time of the government’s brutal 

action against the protestors that resulted in the death of hundreds. On the other, Iran criticized 

the brutality of Bahrain and the Involvement of the Kingdom. (E. N. Rozsa, et al. 2012). As far 

as Yemen is concerned, historically North Yemen had cordial relations with Saudi Arabia while 

Southern Yemen allied with Iran due to mutual enmity between these two countries. Following 
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the fall of the government in Yemen, as the result of the Arab uprising, both Iran and Saudi 

Arabia tried their best to exploit the situation, not only for the sake of regional hegemony and 

influence but due to the geostrategic importance of Yemen. The Bab-Al-Mandeb strait is a 

matter of concern for both parties because considerable oil trade of Saudi Arabia is made 

possible using this strait. Iran is blamed by the Yemeni government and Saudi Arabia to support 

Houthi rebels in Yemen. (Tierce 2020). Apart from this, the Syrian Civil War also worsened the 

already existing rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran. Saudi Arabia wants to curtail the 

improving influence of Iran in the region but the support of Iran proved to the game changer for 

Bashar Al Assad’s regime as Iran saved Assad’s regime from disintegration by providing 

military assistance and services of almost 80,000 Iranian fighters while Saudi Arabia aided 

opposition in Syria (FORD 2019). External alliances are also enhancing the enmity between 

Iran and Saudi Arabia as Saudi Arabia is the main ally of the United States while Iran is seen 

suspiciously. 

This bitter competition between Saudi Arabia and Iran is also dividing the neighboring Islamic 

countries into two camps. The situation is becoming more challenging for the countries like 

Pakistan which are common friends to both rival states. Pakistan has a great history of 

relationships with Saudi Arabia and Iran. Pakistan shares its border with Iran and Iran was the 

first country to recognize Pakistan after its independence. In Pakistan’s war against India in 

1965 and 1971, Iran supported Pakistan in every possible capacity but after the Islamic 

Revolution in Iran and Pakistan’s Islamization policy under Zia ul Haq, both countries found 

themselves in different groups. Although Pakistan is blamed for transferring nuclear technology 

to Iran. A break in the bilateral relations between Pakistan and Iran can be traced back to 

Pakistan’s decision of joining the United States in its Global War on Terror while Iran was not 

in the good books of the United States. In 2016, both neighboring states aimed to restart their 

relations, and the visit of the Iranian President proved to be a breakthrough in this context the 

current Prime Minister of Pakistan, Imran Khan also wants to have cordial relations with Iran 

and other neighboring states. On the other hand, Pakistan has a great history of cordial relations 

with Saudi Arabia as well and Mecca and Medina are the main reason for the positive 

sentiments of Pakistan’s public regarding Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia supported Pakistan in 

wars and also funded it during the Islamization period under Zia ul Haq. Saudi Arabia has 

always supported Pakistan in times of need and is also the residing place of about 1.9 million 

Pakistani, who work in different sectors to earn their livelihood (Shay 2018). 

Keeping in view the aims of its foreign policy, Pakistan has been successful in somehow 

managing balanced relations with both Iran and Pakistan by adopting the policy of ad hoc 

neutrality. The concept of ad hoc neutrality is explained by Pertti Joenniemi (Joenniemi 1993) 

as the rational choice of any state to be neutral with the intention of avoiding its involvement in 

some specific conflict, while other states go into conflict or war. States exercising ad hoc 

neutrality have no compulsions to remain neutral in the future too because this approach of ad 

hoc neutrality has no legal standing in international law and it is merely based on a state’s own 

policy. Indian factor is also a contributing factor in formulating Pakistan’s policy regarding 

Saudi-Iran rivalry because India also enjoys good relations with Saudi Arabia and Iran and 

Pakistan’s attitude of holding its hand back from either side can result in Indian alliance with 

that side whereas Pakistan cannot afford it because Saudi Arabia is economic might for Pakistan 

while Iran is important for Pakistan’s security and stability.  

2. Impacts on Pakistan: 
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Saudi-Iran Rivalry can impact Pakistan in the following ways if Pakistan fails to maintain 

cordial and peaceful relations with both Saudi Arabia and Iran. 

2.1. Sectarianism:  

Pakistan lies 2nd in the list of Islamic countries with a maximum Sunni population while Shia 

Muslims make up 15-20% of Pakistan’s total population. Sunni Muslims in Pakistan have a 

great attachment to Saudi Arabia whereas Iran is the religious headquarter of the Shia residents 

of Pakistan. Both, Saudi Arabia and Iran have religious influence in Pakistan and are also 

accused of funding various militant groups to promote their respective ideologies which result 

in breeding sectarianism across Pakistan. (Rathore 2017). An identity crisis was created 

between the Sunni and Shia Muslims of Pakistan after the Islamic revolution in Iran and the 

Islamization of Pakistan. The ongoing rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia has the potential 

to blow sectarian division in Pakistan because of the emotional religious affiliation of Shia and 

Sunni communities with Iran and Saudi Arabia respectively. According to statistical data, 

almost 5681 people got killed in sectarian violence and about 11000 individuals were injured in 

such conflicts between 1989 and 2017 (Muzaffar, Khan and Yaseen 2017). Keeping in view the 

religious influence of Iran and Saudi Arabia, Saudi-Iran rivalry is a matter of great concern 

because being on either side can be a serious challenge to the peace and national harmony of 

Pakistan. 

2.2. Financial Assistance:  

Saudi Arabia has been a key supporter of Pakistan as far as financial assistance is concerned. 

Saudi Arabia in collaboration with the United States, funded Pakistan heavily in the 1970s-80s 

to support Mujahideen against the Soviets. Shah Faisal Masjid in the capital city of Pakistan is 

the symbol of Pak-Saudi friendship which was completed with the Saudi Arabian grant of $120 

million. Saudi Arabia came to help Pakistan by providing free oil for the next three years when 

the United States imposed sanctions on Pakistan following its nuclear tests in 1998. (AFZAL 

2019). In 2018, Saudi Arabia announced a bail-out package of $6.2 billion to support Pakistan’s 

economy, after PM Imran Khan took the charge of the government. In 2019, MoUs were signed 

between Pakistan and Saudi Arabia for the estimated amount of $20 billion with the sincere 

intentions of the latter to support the struggling economy of the former. (Syed and Khan 2021). 

In the financial year 2020-21, Pakistan got remittances of $7.66 billion from its overseas 

Pakistani, working in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It is obvious that Pakistan cannot afford to 

lose a reliable friend like Saudi Arabia by taking the side of Iran in the Saudi-Iran rivalry so it is 

the ultimate luxury for Pakistan to maintain balanced relations with both countries. 

2.3. Trade Opportunities:  

Pakistan’s trade balance is considerably linked with the countries of Iran and Saudi Arabia. In 

2004, Pakistan signed a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) which resulted in the relaxation of 

customs duties on about 647 items. Trade relations between Pakistan and Iran have been 

subjected to bilateral relations of neighboring states. In 2016, the Iranian President visited 

Pakistan and aimed to enhance bilateral trade by up to $ 5 billion in the coming five years by 

signing a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU). Saudi Arabia is also a potential trade partner 

of Pakistan being Pakistan’s largest oil supplier. Saudi Arabia is trying to help Pakistan through 

Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). Saudi Arabia also announced to establish of an oil refinery at 

Gwadar. Pakistan’s exports to Saudi Arabia were worth $477 million in 2019. Trade is also a 



Saudi-Iran Rivalry and its Impacts on Pakistan

 
 

Journal of Social Work and Sustainable Development, 2022, 2(1),1-7 

 

 

4  

contributing factor in Pakistan’s desire to maintain cordial relations with both arch-rivals, Iran 

and Saudi Arabia in spite of their mutual rivalry. 

2.4. Border Issues with Iran:  

There is a 909-Km long border between Pakistan and Iran and their mutual security and stability 

are clearly linked with peace across the border. Due to enmity with India and the uncertain 

situation in Afghanistan, the bordering side with Iran becomes more relevant to the stability of 

Pakistan. (Gillani 2021). An Indian Spy, Kalbhushan Jadev, was captured by Pakistan’s security 

forces from its province of Balochistan who confessed to his entrance into Pakistan through 

Iran. (Muzaffar, Khan and Yaseen 2017). Over time, both Iran and Pakistan accuse each other 

of cross-border instability and for being a safe haven for the militants against each other. 

Although Pakistan has started to fence the Iranian border there is still a threat that the peace and 

stability situation may get worse if mistrust and enmity arise between neighboring states in the 

future.  

2.5. Indian Factor:  

Pakistan’s rivalry with India is an obvious thing and it is a key factor in formulating Pakistan’s 

policy regarding the Saudi-Iran conflict. India is trying to make strong strategic and economic 

links with Iran and Saudi Arabia to counter Pakistan’s influence. In 2015, India signed a 

trilateral agreement with Iran and Afghanistan and aimed to establish Chabahar Port estimated 

worth $500 million as it will assure its access to Afghanistan and Central Asian states. India 

also pledged to construct a 1400 Km long undersea gas pipeline from Chabahar to the Gujrat 

coast in India (Rafique 2016). On the other hand, India has also been successful in establishing 

good relations with Saudi Arabia. In 2006, King Abdullah’s visit to India proved to be defining 

move in bilateral relations between India and Saudi Arabia. In 2014, MoU regarding Defense 

Corporation was signed between the two countries. “Joint Strategic Partnership Council” was 

signed in 2019 when PM Modi visited Saudi Arabia (Bakr 2021). Saudi Arabia is the 2nd and 4th 

largest oil supplier and trading partner of India respectively. (Ali, Ahmad and Nawaz 2020). 

Pakistan’s favoring behavior towards either state between Iran and Saudi Arabia in their 

ongoing rivalry can make room for India to get closer to the other country. 

3. Conclusion:  

Saudi Arabia and Iran are trying their best to influence the neighboring states to propagate their 

agendas through different means. These countries have engaged themselves in proxy war and 

this power struggle between Saudi Arabia and Iran has serious implications for Pakistan as well. 

The ideological differences are on top of the possible reasons for hostility between Iran and 

Saudi Arabia and both these states have considerable influence in Pakistan on the basis of 

religious affiliations. Apart from this, Saudi Arabia and Iran are also important for Pakistan 

from economic and geostrategic perspectives. Pakistan cannot afford to risk its relations with 

either state for the sake of pleasing the other one. Till now, Pakistan has been successful to 

manage good relations with both countries by exercising ad hoc neutrality and it would be 

Pakistan’s ultimate desire to maintain this balancing approach in the future because losing the 

trust of any party can challenge Pakistan’s peace and progress. Indian factor is also of great 

consideration in this context so Pakistan must be careful in formulating its policy to deal with 

the Saudi-Iran conflict because India is making various efforts to strengthen its bilateral 

relations with Iran and Saudi Arabia by signing multiple economic and strategic pacts with 
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these states to curtail Pakistan. This approach of India is limiting Pakistan’s options as well. If 

Pakistan decides to side with any state between Saudi Arabia and Iran, the remaining state will 

possibly look towards India for the sake of canceling out Pakistan’s effect and it will end up 

challenging Pakistan on the geostrategic or economic front. From the above discussion, it can be 

concluded that maintaining neutrality and a balanced relationship with both Saudi Arab and Iran 

is the most suitable approach to Saudi-Iran rivalry. 
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