
T



VHFXULQJ� WKH� OHJLWLPDF\� RI� WKHLU� WKURQHV�� ³$UDE� QDWLRQDOLVP�� ERUQ� LQ� WKH�
HUD� RI� DQWL�FRORQLDO� VWUXJJOH�� RIWHQ� HTXDWHG� WKH� PRQDUFKLDO� V\VWHP� ZLWK�
colonial cronyism. Therefore, monarchies such as Iran and Saudi Arabia 
considered Arab nationalism an immediate danger.”1 However, in the post-
revolution world, Iran attacked the Saudi Kingdom with claims of it being 
anti-Islamic, which then prompted a war of words between Saudi Arabia 
and Iran: 

By declaring Islam to be the basis of the Iranian republic and 
by propagating the establishment of an Islamic state in Iran, the 
clerical leadership was competing with the Al Sa’ud on their own 
turf. The claim that they were ruling according to Islamic norms 
and traditions and looking after the safety of the holy places 
in Mecca and Medina had been the Al Sa’ud’s most important 
argument for legitimacy. Furthermore, Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, the leader of the Iranian revolution, propagated 
the notion that a monarchy was basically non-Islamic and 
WKDW�D� UHSXEOLF�ZDV� WKH�RQO\� IRUP�RI� VWDWH�DGHTXDWH� WR� ,VODP��



to entrench its power in the region. To amplify this rise in Iranian power, the 
US has focused on getting rid of the Iranian nuclear program rather than 
FXUELQJ�LWV�LQÀXHQFH�LQ�RWKHU�QDWLRQV��

While the Iranian nuclear program dates back to the Shah, the 
reactors were exclusively used to generate energy until the late 1980s and 
early 1990s.3 Here the leadership of Iran decided to expand their nuclear 
program to begin to develop weapons and a short nuclear breakout time. 
7KLV�PHDQV�WKDW�,UDQ�LV�ORRNLQJ�WR�TXLFNO\�GHYHORS�QXFOHDU�ZHDSRQV��VKRXOG�
it need them, but not necessarily to constantly have nuclear warheads. The 
US responded swiftly in applying pressure to eliminate those supplying 
nuclear technology to Iran.4 The US has since focused on applying 
sanctions on Iran to cease all nuclear weapons development and submit 
to international inspections to ensure they are complying with international 
nuclear energy standards. This stems from the desire to prevent Iran from 
arming itself with nuclear weapons and enforcing its anti-Western sentiment 
across the region. Currently, Saudi Arabia has chosen to remain a non-
nuclear armed state and to not seek weapons. However, the Kingdom has 
recently begun to negotiate with the US in an attempt to gain more nuclear 
reactors and also homegrown uranium enrichment plants.5 This puts the 
QDWLRQ�RQ�SDU�ZLWK�,UDQ�LQ�SURYLGLQJ�D�TXLFN�QXFOHDU�EUHDNRXW�WLPH��+RZHYHU��
there is one thing that Iran has that Saudi Arabia doesn’t: the ability to 
domestically produce ballistic missiles. Iran has had this domestic program 
for a long time; little open-source information exists about its capabilities, 
but it is known is that the program is advanced relative to the country’s 
capabilities.6 This missile program provides a perfect delivery method for 
any nuclear warhead Iran develops. Thus, the Saudis’ fear is that should 
Iran continue along its path it will have nuclear weapons and the Saudis 
will have nothing to combat the threat posed to their nation by having a 
hostile nuclear armed neighbor. 

7KH� ¿UVW� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ� RI� LQWHUQDWLRQDO� UHODWLRQV� WKDW� FDQ� H[SODLQ�
the behavior of Saudi Arabia is the realist tradition as pioneered by Hans 
Morgenthau. To a realist, Saudi Arabia desires a nuclear deterrent to 
combat Iran’s nuclear weapons and ambitions. Realism emerged in the 
post-World-War world when the global institutions, such as the League 
of Nations, desired to perfect society and create everlasting peace which 
XWWHUO\�IDLOHG��$IWHU�DOPRVW����\HDUV�RI�¿JKWLQJ��ZKLFK�WRUH�WKH�ZRUOG�DSDUW��

���������5REHUW�-��5HDUGRQ��³,UDQ¶V�1XFOHDU�3URJUDP��3DVW��3UHVHQW��DQG�)XWXUH�´�Containing 
Iran: Strategies for Addressing the Iranian Nuclear Challenge (Santa Monica: RAND 
Corporation, 2012) 10-11.
    4    Ibid., 13.
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Nuclear Power,” Bloomberg Businessweek, March 20, 2018, https://www.bloomberg.com/



international relations theorists began to agree that the world was very 
similar to a global Machiavellian power struggle or a Hobbesian state of 
nature. In Hans Morgenthau’s book, Politics Among Nations, he writes: 

International politics, like all politics, is a struggle for power. 
Whatever the ultimate aims of international politics, power 
is always the immediate aim. Statesmen and peoples may 
ultimately seek freedom, security, prosperity, or power itself. 
7KH\�PD\�GH¿QH�WKHLU�JRDOV�LQ�WHUPV�RI�D�UHOLJLRXV��SKLORVRSKLF��
economic, or social ideal. They may hope that this ideal 
will materialize through its own inner force, through divine 
intervention, or through the natural development of human 
affairs. But whenever they strive to realize their goal by means 
of international politics, they do so by striving for power.7

Rather than a world cooperating on transnational issues, every single 
interaction is an opportunity in which states may gain greater power or 
authority over others. Thus, cooperation is limited to times of absolute 
crisis or necessity. Since states seek survival as much as they seek power, 
cooperation is also limited to times in which every state that is cooperating 
LQ�WKH�³DOOLDQFH´�ZLOO�HTXDOO\�EHQH¿W��,Q�KLV�ERRN��0RUJHQWKDX�DOVR�RXWOLQHV�
the elements of power, which consist of geography, natural resources, 
industrial capacity, military preparedness, population, national character, 
QDWLRQDO�PRUDOH��DQG�TXDOLW\�RI�GLSORPDF\�8 Morgenthau’s focus is on the 
DELOLW\�IRU�D�VWDWH�WR�WUDQVODWH�LWV�³QDVFHQW�SRZHU´� LQWR�PLOLWDU\�SRZHU�9 By 
this, Morgenthau means the ability to mobilize your entire state for a war, 
RU� DW� OHDVW� DSSURSULDWH� WKH� SURSHU� DPRXQW� RI� UHVRXUFHV� UHTXLUHG� E\� WKH�
military. In this sense, the world is an arms race in which everyone attempts 
to grab as much nascent power as they can to turn into real military power 
when the time comes. Considering that every state desires power means 
that the likelihood of forming alliances is close to none. This is because 
your ally one day can easily become your enemy the next day if that state 
now perceives you as a threat to their power. 
 Given this theoretical paradigm, let’s apply it to modern day 
Saudi Arabia. To fully understand this there are a couple of basic factors 
relating to Saudi Arabia that have to be understood. In 2015, according to 
Observatory for Economic Complexity, 55 percent of the 183 billion dollars’ 
worth of exports of the nation of Saudi Arabia came from crude petroleum.10 

    7    Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1949), 13.
    8    Ibid., 80-105.
    9    Ibid., 14.
���������2EVHUYDWRU\�IRU�(FRQRPLF�&RPSOH[LW\��2(&���³6DXGL�$UDELD�´�DFFHVVHG�0D\����
������KWWSV���DWODV�PHGLD�PLW�HGX�HQ�SUR¿OH�FRXQWU\�VDX��
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7KH�RLO�¿HOGV�WKDW�SURYLGH�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�WKH�.LQJGRP¶V�ZHDOWK�DUH�ORFDWHG�
in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia that borders the Persian Gulf, 
Qatar, and Bahrain.11 This is also one of the least populated provinces of 
the country with most of the nation’s people living on the western coast 
area near Mecca and Medina.12 Most of the nation’s Shi’ite population lives 
in the Eastern Province in which the neighboring countries are also Shi’ite 
majority nations.13 The Kingdom exports most of its oil through the Strait of 
Hormuz that links the Persian Gulf with the Indian Ocean.14 On one side of 
the Strait is Oman and on the other side is Iran. 

Since the 1979 revolution, Iran has been an enemy of the House of 
Saud. Iran represents a rising regional power capable of challenging Saudi 
power in the region. Iran has taken advantage instability in the region by 
H[SDQGLQJ� LWV� LQÀXHQFH� DFURVV� VHYHUDO� QDWLRQV�� ,Q� 6\ULD�� ,UDQ� KDV� EHHQ�
able to maintain Assad as leader of the nation by enabling the Ayatollah to 
continue support of the vast networks of terrorists across the region: 

First, Assad won his war to stay in power. Granted, he rules 
a challenging, fragile, and fragmented Syria; one where 
violence will not cease in the coming years nor will efforts to 
XQVHDW� KLP«,UDQ�� GHVSLWH� SURIRXQG� DQG� SHUVLVWHQW� GRPHVWLF�
political and economic vulnerabilities, has demonstrated an 
unwavering commitment to its mission in Syria, increasingly 
purchasing another strategic border with Israel. Working by, 
with, and through Hezbollah, Iranian power projection across 
the Middle East has skyrocketed. Both Iran and Hezbollah are 
entrenched in Syria, which will make any U.S. efforts to counter 
WKHLU�UHJLRQDO�LQÀXHQFH�WKDW�PXFK�KDUGHU�15

Syria’s border with Lebanon allows Iran to provide more material support 
to Hezbollah as well as continue power projection in the region against 
Turkey and Israel, both of which were historically major US allies. Iran 
has also been focusing on other areas closer to Saudi Arabia. In Yemen, 



LQ� WKH� FRQÀLFW� KDV� RQO\� SURYHQ� WR� EH� LQHIIHFWLYH�� ³'HVSLWH� WKH� 6DXGL� DLU�
force’s best efforts, it has failed to dislodge the Houthis. The UAE’s forces 
have been more successful in the south of the country, around the port 
city of Aden. But there it is challenged by al-Qaeda types who have turned 
the Yemeni hinterlands into their sanctuary.”17 Saudi Arabia’s inability to 
PDLQWDLQ�WKH�3HQLQVXOD�IUHH�RI�,UDQLDQ�LQÀXHQFH�KDV�SURYHQ�WR�EH�D�PDMRU�
security risk for the Kingdom. On December 12th, an Iranian-made Burkhan 
��EDOOLVWLF�PLVVLOH�ZDV�¿UHG�E\�WKH�+RXWKL�UHEHOV�DW�5L\DGK�18 The missile 
was intercepted by the cities US-made Patriot missile defense batteries 
and no casualties or damage was sustained, but it remains a powerful 
reminder of how far Iran’s reach is.19

$GGLWLRQDOO\��,UDT�KDV�EHFRPH�DQ�,UDQLDQ�SXSSHW�WKDQNV�WR�WKH�86¶V�
failed attempt at regime change:

$�QHZ�EXLOGLQJ�JRHV�XS"�,W�LV�OLNHO\�WKDW�WKH�FHPHQW�DQG�EULFNV�
FDPH� IURP� ,UDQ��$QG�ZKHQ�ERUHG�\RXQJ� ,UDTL�PHQ� WDNH�SLOOV�
to get high, the illicit drugs are likely to have been smuggled 
across the porous Iranian border. And that’s not even the half 
of it. Across the country, Iranian-sponsored militias are hard 
at work establishing a corridor to move men and guns to 
proxy forces in Syria and Lebanon. And in the halls of power 
LQ�%DJKGDG��HYHQ�WKH�PRVW�VHQLRU�,UDTL�FDELQHW�RI¿FLDOV�KDYH�
been blessed, or bounced out, by Iran’s leadership.20

7KDQNV�WR�WKH�86�RXVWLQJ�6DGGDP�+XVVHLQ�IURP�SRZHU�DQG�WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�
DWWHPSW�WR�FUHDWH�D�:HVWHUQ�GHPRFUDF\��PRGHUQ�,UDT�KDV�IDOOHQ�ZHOO�XQGHU�
Iranian control. Iran is now perched on the northern and southern borders 
of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, posing a real threat to the security of the 
QDWLRQ��4DWDU��E\�QDWXUH�RI�LWV�VKDUHG�RLO¿HOG�ZLWK�,UDQ�DQG�VKDUHG�ERUGHU�
with Saudi Arabia, has had to maintain good relations with both nations.21

Saudi Arabia has engaged in an air, sea, and land blockade of Qatar 
in conjunction with the UAE, Egypt, and Bahrain. This was because of 
WKH�IDLOXUH�WR�PHHW�D�OLVW�RI����GHPDQGV��WKH�¿UVW�RI�ZKLFK�ZDV�WR�FXUE�LWV�
relations with Iran.22 Saudi Arabia’s desired to prevent what happened in 

iran-yemen-houthi-salman/545336/.
   17    Ibid.
���������³<HPHQ�5HEHO�%DOOLVWLF�0LVVLOH�µ,QWHUFHSWHG�2YHU�5L\DGK¶�´�0012 December 19, 201, 
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-42412729.
   19    Ibid.
���������7LP�$UDQJR��³,UDQ�'RPLQDWHV�,Q�,UDT�$IWHU�8�6��µ+DQGHG�WKH�&RXQWU\�2YHU¶�´�34%&
New York Times, July 15, 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/07/15/world/middleeast/
LUDQ�LUDT�LUDQLDQ�SRZHU�KWPO�
���������³4DWDU�&ULVLV��:KDW�<RX�1HHG�7R�.QRZ�´�001, July 19, 2017, http://www.bbc.com/
news/world-middle-east-40173757.
   22    Ibid.
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,UDT�DQG�<HPHQ�IURP�KDSSHQLQJ�DJDLQ��6R��D�EORFNDGH�RI�WKH�FRXQWU\�FDPH�
to be in order to forcefully keep Qatar under the Kingdom’s control. 

On all fronts, Saudi Arabia has lost a lot of ground to Iran. The 
Kingdom has been looking to increase its defensive capabilities and not 
make the nation so reliant on oil as the main source of wealth. In the 
Vision 2030, released by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, it calls 
for a massive restructuring the economy that calls for 50 percent of all 
defense expenditures to be spent on domestically produced goods by 
2030.23



&RQVWUXFWLYLVP� UHOLHV�RQ� WKH�SUHPLVH� WKDW� ³LGHDV� FRQVWUXFW� UHDOLWLHV�� DQG�
that, all agents and structures are mutually constituted.”27 This means 
that an agent’s actions are based off the system as much as the system 
reacts to the agent. Or in simpler terms, the system is what states make 
of it. Scholars across all theoretical paradigms can agree that the system 
in which states operate is anarchy, where there is no singular sovereign 
ruling over other states. In this systems states can interpret the meaning of 
DQDUFK\�GLIIHUHQWO\��D�VWDWH�FRXOG�KDYH�D�UHDOLVW��OLEHUDO��RU�HQWLUHO\�XQLTXH�
interpretation of what anarchy means. This means that a state can act 
in the same system with completely different interpretations of the world. 
+RZHYHU��VWDWHV�DUH�DOVR�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�WKHLU�LQWHUDFWLRQV�ZLWK�RWKHU�VWDWHV��
For example, the US gained its identity as the preserver of the Western 
Liberal world during the Cold War against the Soviet Union that sought to 
end Western liberalism. In this way, states are socialized to act a certain 
way and thus gain an identity through socialization.

Saudi Arabia’s identity is relatively complex due to its complicated 
relationship with Islam. Saudi Arabia, largely due to its control of the cities 
of Mecca and Medina, is a deeply religious society. The House of Saud 
relies on religion as a source of legitimacy for their rule over the nation:

This sought identity is based primarily on strict observance 
of Islam and, of course, on loyalty to the House of Saud. The 
painstaking effort to expand its basis of legitimacy is the Saudi 
way of coping with whatever threatens the ruling dynasty, be it 
ambitious neighbors or radical ideologies from the outside, or 
domestic oppositions: ‘revolutionary’, anti-royalist, or religious 
fundamentalist. By employing religion for this purpose, the 
Saudi monarchy has actually availed itself of Islam to change 
the situation in which religion constitutes the predominant 
provider of the regime’s legitimacy.28

Saudi society has been cultivated around the transcendence of tribal bonds 
to create loyalty toward the royal family around a single Sunni Muslim 
Saudi identity. The King of Saudi Arabia is not only the chief executive 
and sole power of the nation, he is also the Custodian of the Two Holy 
0RVTXHV��0HFFD�DQG�0HGLQD�29�7KLV�VLJQL¿HV�D�JUHDWHU�DXWKRULW\�WKDQ�MXVW�

Review Essay,” 5%6"%7&,8&9/*%./(*",/($&:*-#"%)2 30, no. 2 (2004) 230.
���������5XQD�'DV��³&ULWLFDO�6RFLDO�&RQVWUXFWLYLVP��µ&XOWXULQJ¶�,GHQWLW\���,Q��6HFXULW\��DQG�WKH�
State In International Relations Theory,” The Indian Journal of Political Science, 70, no. 4 
(2009) 962.
���������-RVHSK�1HYR��³5HOLJLRQ�DQG�1DWLRQDO�,GHQWLW\�LQ�6DXGL�$UDELD�´�!"##$%&'()*%./&
:*-#"%), vol. 34, no. 3, 1998, pp. 36. 
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0XKDPPHG�,EQ�6DXG�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�:DKKDELVP�KDG�DGGLWLRQDO�EHQH¿FLDO�



Iran not only ideologically challenges the legitimacy of the Saudi monarchy 
but is also in a struggle for power in the Middle East. Islam in the Iranian 
context creates a different identity:

Since the 1979 Revolution in Iran, the country’s government 
has been based on guidance of Shi‘i clerics. Founded under 
the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran was born out of a movement among Shi‘i clerics (led by 
Khomeini), started in the 1960s that advocated for an active 
UROH�RI�WKH�FOHULFV�LQ�SROLWLFV��.KRPHLQL�VSRNH�HORTXHQWO\�DERXW�
his desire to export the revolution and bring justice through 
Islam to all. However, many clerics in the Arab world still abide 
E\�WKH�PRUH� WUDGLWLRQDO�TXLHWLVW� UROH� WKDW�RQO\�SURYLGHV�FOHULFV�
the opportunity to involve themselves in politics in the most dire 
situations.40

Since the Revolution, Iran has experienced a gigantic shift in the nature of 
its government. Rather than being led by a devout Muslim monarch, i.e. the 
Shah, the nation was to be ruled by the religious leaders themselves. The 
Ayatollah desired one thing: the end of injustices to Muslims across the 
world. This was not exclusive to only Shia Muslims but also included Sunnis, 
and, from the Ayatollah’s perspective, there was no greater injustice than 
the Saudi Monarchy. The Saudi King had supported the oppressive Shah 
and monarchies across the entire region, something that, according to the 
Ayatollah, was inherently un-Islamic.41 To Iranians, the Saudi monarchy is 
representative of a perversion of the faith that is seeking to use Islam to 
justify their own personal power rather than adhering to the tenets of the 
faith. 

7KLV� FRQÀLFW� RI� LGHQWLW\� KDV� WUDQVODWHG� DFURVV� WKH� HQWLUH� 0LGGOH�
East. Saudi Arabia has seen the physical exportation of the revolution 
DFURVV�WKH�UHJLRQ�DQG�WKH�LQÀDPPDWLRQ�RI�VHFWDULDQ�WHQVLRQV�DV�D�UHVXOW��
8QGHU� 6DGGDP� +XVVHLQ�� ,UDT� ZDV� D� VHFXODU� 6XQQL�OHG� JRYHUQPHQW� WKDW�
was vehemently anti-Iranian.42 The regime was very much afraid of an 
exportation of the Iranian revolution to the majority Shia population and 
was constantly deporting Shi‘ites out of the country to Iran and other 
nations.43�7KLV�OHG�WR�XSULVLQJV�WKDW�ZHUH�YLROHQWO\�VXSSUHVVHG�E\�WKH�,UDTL�
army.44 The only nation to attempt to support these uprisings and accept 
these refugees was Iran. As a result, Iran gained an enormous amount of 

   40    Ibid., 141
   41    Fürtig, 629.
   42    Ricotta, 139-140.
   43   Ibid.
   44   Ibid., 142.

Klein   77



soft power and respect for Arab Shi‘ites, who have been largely ignored by 
the larger population of Arab Sunnis.45 Iran has sought to lead all Shi‘ites 
regardless of their ethnic origin. In the gulf region Iran has been looking to 
exploit the Arab Shia populations who have experienced similar situations 
WR�WKH�,UDTL�6KLD�$UDEV�

The history of both the Saudi and Bahraini communities involves 



a direct challenge to the identity of Saudi Arabia and how it sees itself. It 
challenges the belief that Saudi Arabia is the leader of the Muslim world. 
With this assault on their identity, Saudi Arabia internalizes it and seeks 
to show that it is the most powerful Muslim nation on the planet. In doing 
VR�� LW�UHÀHFWV�RQ�LWV� LGHRORJ\�WR�VHH�ZKDW�WKH�.LQJGRP�QHHGV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�
further its power. Saudi Arabia recognizes the power of a nuclear weapons 
program and would seek to start its own in the face of the assault on its 
core identity by Iran. 

Of the two theoretical paradigms, realism explains Saudi Arabia’s 
desire for nuclear weapons better than a constructivist interpretation. This 
is because the Saudi identity does not necessarily translate well into a 


