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The Iranian Involvement in the Yemeni War 

 

Lynne Walid Taha 

 

Abstract 

The rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran has been one of the main causes of the conflicts 

and wars in the Middle East since decades. Lebanon, Iraq, and Syria, were places where 

the two states competed aggressively to bring them under their hegemony. The latest 

Yemini civil war intensified this rivalry and both countries are now deeply involved in 

this civil war. It is interesting to notice that historically Iran’s involvement in Yemen was 

not as intense as Saudi Arabia’s. Yemen has never been an urgent priority for Iran, unlike 

Saudi Arabia that considers Yemen as the backyard of the Kingdom. Accordingly, this 

thesis seeks to understand the reasons why Iran has become so interested in the latest 

conflict in Yemen. Although Yemen had always provided opportunities to Iran to 

intervene in its internal affairs - such as civil wars and the presence of a Shia Houthi 

community - this thesis tries to answer the following research questions: Why has Yemen 

now become a priority to Iran? What are the tools that Iran is using to achieve its objective 

in Yemen? On that basis and by using a neorealist lens, this thesis reveals that Iran has 

decided to change its foreign policy towards Yemen as it has found a golden opportunity 

to strengthen its alliance with the Houthis, amidst the political chaos in the country to 

achieve its greater geopolitical objectives. This study shows that the Iranian involvement 

in Yemen is linked to its quest to strengthen its influence in the Middle East by 

geographically encircling its regional main opponents such as Saudi Arabia and the Gulf 

States with countries that are dominated by its allies. Furthermore, bringing these states 

that have a strategic geographical location under its control will allow it to exert pressure 

on the US and give it a strategic military advantage if it was to be attacked by the US and 

its Western allies. Iran had managed to have strong influence in Lebanon, Syria and Iran. 

Now it is the turn of Yemen. 

Key words:  Yemen civil war, neorealism, foreign policy, geopolitics, Iran, the Houthis, 

Saudi Arabia, hegemony. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

1.1- Background and Topic 

The Middle East region has been an area of great significance and importance 

in history for so long. Like its given name, it has been the major center of world and 

political affairs; the various civilizations, the diversity of history and cultures, its 

strategic location connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe, its enormous reserves of oil, and 

most importantly, a home to Christianity, Judaism, and Islam. As much as it is 

important, the Middle East region continues to be the area of most contested conflicts, 

sectarianism, failed political systems, extremism, and every other aspect of economic, 

social, and political instability.  

The region’s instability is not a new issue on the pages of world history. Most 

of its countries were established on a super-imposed colonial scheme with varying 

population sizes and unequal distribution of resources, and forced assimilations which 

created structural deficiencies within the region. Events like the Western colonialization 

– the Sykes-Picot agreement- the 9/11 events, the invasion of Iraq, the Arab Spring, the 

rise of non-state actors, and finally, the prolonged conflict with Israel have all left the 

region with instability. 

Indeed, the Arab-Israeli conflict has naturally affected the security of the region 

where Israel has always been a concern to the Middle East countries. Nonetheless, 
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among other factors and forces would be the ongoing power struggle between Saudi 

Arabia and Iran, especially the ‘alarming’ emergence of Iran in the Middle East region 

and its involvement in different aspects. These two regional powers have played 

exceptional roles in destabilizing the regional security system. They have been involved 

in continuous disputes over dominance and hegemony by enhancing each of their 

powers and undermining the other, especially through their current involvement in 

countries like Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, and Yemen. Their rivalry has been shaped through 

their use of war by proxies as a way of establishing themselves as regional powers.  

Their most recent and most violent involvement is that in Yemen. The war in 

Yemen is often overlooked by studies and the media which is why there is minimal 

focus on the drivers, the status, and the nature of the war. For years, Yemen has been 

the poorest country in the Middle East region and will rank the poorest in the world if 

fighting continues (UNDP, 2019). What has been happening in Yemen is an eruption of 

what has been in the country for decades. Yemen has always been marked with a fragile 

political, economic, and social situation, with a very strategic geographic location in the 

Middle East region.  

During the age of imperialism, clashes between the British and the Ottoman 

empires have led to the division of Yemen into Northern and Southern states. Ever since, 

tensions on the borders kept growing and wars kept erupting, where Saudi Arabia 

remained a key player and a major support to the government. According to Salloukh 

(2013), Saudi Arabia’s role in the region has been guided by its foreign policy that is to 

achieve and preserve its national interests beyond its borders. That is why, for years, 

Saudi Arabia has spent a fortune in supporting different Arab leaders, like Mubarak and 
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Al Sisi in Egypt, Haftar in Libya, and Saleh then Hadi in Yemen (Salloukh, 2013). For 

instance, Saudi Arabia played a significant role in the war with the United Arab 

Republic, Egypt in Yemen during the 1960s. When Imam Mohamed Al Badr took 

power in Yemen in 1962, rebellion forces led by the army overthrew the new Imam and 

claimed the Yemen Arab Republic. Imam Al Badr and the royalists from the ruling 

family fought against the republicans where Al Badr received support from the Saudis, 

while the republicans were supported by the Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser. 

The conflict had erupted when Egyptian troops were sent to Yemen in support of a coup 

by the revolutionists. Fearing from a spill on its borders and a threat to its monarchy, 

Saudi Arabia supplied the royalist forces led by Imam Al Badr with financial and 

military assistance which intensified the conflict on all fronts. As the war intensified, 

the United Nations Yemen Observation Mission was created in 1963 as a mediator to 

reach an agreement between Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Republic in Yemen. 

Under the terms of the agreement of a cease fire and pressure from the Soviet Union on 

Nasser, the United Arab Republic withdrew their forces by 1967, and the Saudis halted 

their assistance. (Witty, 2011)  

With the unification of North and South Yemen in 1990, tensions did not 

decrease. The North carried out a persecution against the Southern Socialist Party which 

led to a civil war in 1994. By that time, President Ali Abdullah Saleh became the leader 

which gave birth to different revolutionary groups, like the Houthi movement. The 

Houthis emerged in the northern zone in defense of the Shiite Zaydis and against the 

government (Riedel, 2017). The Houthis fought six wars against the government ever 

since their formation until the Arab Spring. The events of the Arab Spring in 2011 have 
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greatly affected the situation in Yemen. It made the population revolt against the high 

employment rates, poverty, and malnutrition. This led the country to be characterized 

by weakness and a chaotic political condition which set the stage for foreign 

interference, like what has been happening in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon for years. In 

respect to that, Yemen was found in a growth of divisions, violent conflicts, failure of 

maintaining its national security, and a decline in the legitimacy of its political regimes. 

And by that way, Iran found a suitable environment to interfere in the country and 

escalate the conflict into a complicated crisis of local and regional dimensions, and one 

of the biggest humanitarian crisis, according to the UNICEF Report on the Yemen Crisis 

(2022). 

The intervention in the Yemeni war by the regional powers, Saudi Arabia and 

Iran have turned the conflict into a bigger war by proxy, where it remains at its core a 

civil war. Saudi Arabia has always been clear about its role in Yemen as it is a very 

sensitive area for the Kingdom. Historically, Saudi Arabia has always been directly and 

apparently involved in the Yemeni affairs. Simply put, and without any analysis, by just 

looking at the map of the Arab world, the involvement of Saudi Arabia in Yemen is 

typical and predicted. Yemen is Saudi Arabia’s backyard, thus as history reveals, it 

would never allow an anti-Saudi regime to develop.  

Nevertheless, the timing of the Iranian involvement remains to be understood. 

Since the Iranian revolution, Iran has strived to influence many political movements 

like the Alawites in Syria, the militias in Iraq, Hezbollah in Lebanon, and the Houthis 

in Yemen, acting as a revolutionary model for them. It seeks to provide them with 

military and financial assistance in order to promote its own beliefs and create a threat 
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in the region. The principle factor that unifies Iran and these groups with is the rejection 

of foreign dominance in the region, particularly by the United States. Indeed, these 

groups are often aligned with Iran’s ideological and doctrinal beliefs, but that is not the 

main factor. 

Iran has become a pivotal actor in the Yemeni war today where it is indirectly 

involved, by sending assistance to the Houthis. Historically, unlike Saudi Arabia, Iran 

has not been regularly involved in the Yemeni affairs. Even after the Iranian Revolution, 

while it was actively involved in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, there was no apparent urge 

for intervening in Yemen or was Yemen even a priority for Iran. In fact, the Houthis 

have been in Yemen way before this war emerged and way before the current Iranian 

involvement.  

While Saudi Arabia have repeatedly and apparently declared war in Yemen and 

documented its attacks and military support to the government over the years, Iran has 

remained silent. Nonetheless, since 2011, this situation has changed. Since then, reports 

and evidences on Iran’s support to rebels in Yemen have been reported, mainly to the 

Houthis. Considering Iran’s focus on Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon, the involvement in 

Yemen has raised concerns.  

There is a big debate on whether Iran operates based on religious and ideological 

credentials or based on its regional strategic considerations. However, the case 

examples in Syria with the Alawites, and the Zaydis in Yemen show that the strategic 

objective trumps the ideological and religious aims. By exploiting the idea of spreading 

Shia Islam in the region, Iran has succeeded in attracting these groups in that sense. 

Therefore, this thesis goes beyond the ideological and religious explanation of Iran’s 
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foreign policy in the region, but from a perspective of joining the debate in order to 

understand Iran’s goals of expansion in the Middle East region.  

On that basis, this thesis is designed to further explore the Iranian involvement 

in the war in Yemen and what has made Yemen an urgent priority for Iran while it was 

not for so long. Saudi Arabia has always had strategic, political, and economic influence 

in Yemen for years now, but the Iranian role is not absolute.  

The objective of this thesis is to look at and analyze how and why Iran’s 

perspective on Yemen has changed over the time and what made it deviate its priority 

to Yemen now. Also, this thesis aims to reveal the motives and goals of the Iranian 

involvement in the war in relation to the Houthi-Iranian relation, to understand the tools 

that Iran is using in its intervention, and the impact this war has on the regional security. 

1.2- Research Questions 

As discussed earlier, the war in Yemen has been characterized by the 

involvement of the regional powers, Saudi Arabia and Iran. Saudi Arabia has been and 

will always be directly concerned with any political event that takes place in Yemen. At 

the end of the day, they would not want a spill-over on their borders. Then, Saudi Arabia 

share common borders with Yemen, which explains that its involvement is explicit and 

typical, and driven by political, geopolitical, social, and economic interests.  

However, Iran and Yemen do not share any border and have not been historically 

tied to each other. According to the history, their relationship has been marginal and 

limited. But, the situation has changed and the Iranian interference in the current war 
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has been remarkable. The study is instrumental to understand the involvement of Iran 

in Yemen. Therefore, this thesis will try to address the following research questions: 

Why has Yemen now become a priority for Iran? 

What are the tools that Iran is using in its intervention in Yemen? 

1.3- Hypotheses 

Yemen has always been internally divided and has a long history of civil wars. 

Despite that it has a strategic geographic location, yet it has always been characterized 

by a fragile state and weak political, economic, and social systems. And as previously 

discussed, the Houthis have emerged in the 1990s as a response to the fragility of the 

Saleh government and a defense of the Shiite Zaydis in the North. Indeed, Iran attempts 

to enable the Houthis to take full control of Yemen or drag it into more chaos for it to 

have the space to expand its influence. The civil war might have helped Iran in its 

current interference, however it was only a tool. Therefore, the chaos and political 

instability have always been there, where Iran could have taken the opportunity to 

intervene in the country, but it did not until now.  

Moreover, some argue that Yemen is simply a bargain card that Iran is using to 

take concessions from Saudi Arabia on the nuclear deal or for compromises in the 

politics of Iraq and Lebanon, and that Yemen is not within Iran’s strategic interests but 

rather a card on Iran’s foreign policy agenda. But, Saudi Arabia has always been a major 

player in the wars in Yemen way before the current war, where Iran could have used 

Yemen as a bargain tool and pressured the Saudis on their borders for concessions. 
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Then, Iran has decided now to intensify its intervention in Yemen because it has 

changed its own foreign policy and strategic consideration towards Yemen. Yemen has 

now become strategically important for Iran falling under a bigger picture of the Iranian 

foreign policy goals. By looking at the map of the Middle East region, we can deduce 

that, through its presence in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and now Yemen, Iran is trying to 

create a security belt for it that can protect it from any future war with the Gulf states or 

the United States.  

Based on this assumption, the goals of the Iranian involvement in Yemen are 

linked to the quest of strengthening its position in the region, gaining more hegemony, 

and exerting pressure and threat on its opponents, particularly Saudi Arabia and the 

United States. The involvement is also politically motivated by Iran’s urge to 

strategically encircle the Middle East region using every opportunity it gets to enhance 

its image on the external level and undermine the security of regional neighbors. 

Iran has not been directly associated with the Yemeni war, at least during the 

first years of the war. Saudi Arabia’s motives and tools of intervention have always been 

clear when it comes to Yemen. The Shiite community in Yemen has always been there, 

which makes religion a limited variable in the involvement equation. Had it been a 

religious intervention aiming to protect the Shiite community, Yemen would have been 

within Iran’s agenda way before this war, like Iraq or Bahrain fore say. Indeed, Iran 

utilizes religion to serve its goals, but its intervention in Yemen and in other countries, 

has always been indirect. 

Hence, unlike Saudi Arabia whose intervention is directly and openly from the 

state itself, Iran utilizes, in all of its interventions, a series of indirect strategies which it 
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implements through a non-state actor; the Houthis in this case. Through its support to 

the Houthis, Iran’s tools of intervention in Yemen are related to a combination of soft 

and hard power strategies that help it in its expansion. 

 

1.4- Research Methodology 

 The research uses a qualitative research method which enables the study of states 

behaviors. This kind of method aims at understanding specific concepts rather than 

generalizing, and considers the different areas of the existing data which creates a rich 

and objective analysis of the study. It is characterized by the strategies that move the 

topic’s perspective as central and plays a significant role in producing a rich and deep 

observation and description of the topic. Moreover, it employs an understanding and 

interpretation of meanings and intentions of subjects’ interactions, which are states in the 

case of this study. 

The research relies specifically on a case study approach which is the war in 

Yemen to better contextualize the aim of the study. This approach allows the analysis of 

the different historical, political, economic, and geopolitical dimensions of the war and 

the involvement of Iran, in relevance to the theories of International Relations. Case study 

method enables the examination of data within a specific context. In this study, the method 

selects Yemen as the geographical area as the subject of the study in order to explore and 

investigate a phenomenon through detailed contextual analysis of the events going on in 

Yemen. 
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Data will be collected from existing literature from scholars, political figures, and 

religious leaders. The study entails the focus on primary and secondary sources like 

books, journals, scholarly articles, newspaper articles, and policy briefs. Academic work 

is specifically used to explain realism, security dilemma, the zero-sum game, and the 

concept of balance of power in the case of Iran. Also, relying on primary and secondary 

sources and archival documents detects change over time in comparison to current 

situations. This helps in identifying the gaps existing behind the literature for the benefit 

of this paper.  

Such research method is significant to examine the operations of the causal 

mechanism in each case in detail, give a historical understanding and explanation of the 

variables of the study, and to identify the indicators that best represent the conceptual 

retirements which the research intends to measure. 

1.5- Chapter Outline 

This thesis is structured into the following chapters: The first chapter aims to 

introduce the topic through a literature review of how scholars in the field of international 

affairs have treated and handled the topic. It presents a review on the Iranian-Yemeni 

relations, the Iranian support of non-state actors, then specifically the Iranian support of 

the Houthis and finally it reviews how the different scholars have explained the Iranian 

involvement in Yemen. The following chapter gives a theoretical framework on the 

Iranian intervention from a Neorealist perspective. It explains Neorealism and its different 

principles and concepts that better contextualize and fit the topic, which include the 

security dilemma and balance of power theories. 
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Then, the following chapter presents the case study which is the Yemeni war. This 

chapter discusses what has been going on in the conflict and how has the intervention 

affected it. It describes the sectarianization of the Houthis within the latest civil war and 

their relations with Iran. Finally, this chapter explains Iran’s foreign policy shift towards 

Yemen. Chapter five is the main analysis of the study as it holds the central idea of the 

thesis. This chapter explains the goals and motives behind the intervention of Iran, 

through the discussion of the involvement of Iran in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon. It also 

describes the tools of the Iranian involvement in the war and how has this affected the 

regional security, followed by the future of this intervention. This chapter provides 

answers and explanations to the research questions and hypotheses of this study. 

 Finally, the last chapter concludes the study by comparing the collected data, 

the hypotheses with the literature review, in order to present a clear and well-written 

analysis of the aim of the study. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

The literature has shed so much light on the involvement of Saudi Arabia in the 

current Yemeni war and before that war. As described earlier, a typical reaction from the 

Kingdom after the eruption of political unrest in Yemen is to directly involve itself in 

every facet of the war. The motives and objectives behind Saudi Arabia’s involvement 

are obvious and typical, as Yemen represents a strategic depth and vital location for Saudi 

Arabia (al Qadhi, 2017). Al Qadhi (2017) and most scholars have explained that Saudi 

Arabia has had a strong presence in Yemen because of cultural, social, historical, and 

economic relations, especially with the common borders. He adds that these ties are what 

makes Saudi Arabia directly and always involved militarily in Yemen, especially after the 

Iranian involvement, where Saudi Arabia sought an opportunity to extend its interference 

and send a clear message to Iran (al Qadhi, 2017).  

Hence, the literature on Saudi Arabia rarely explains the Iranian involvement in 

the war and rarely reveals the real motives behind this involvement. Iran and Yemen have 

not been historically, culturally, socially, or economically related, and most importantly, 

they are not neighboring countries. The purpose of this study is to identify the motives 

behind Iran’s intervention in Yemen by looking at the existing research and debates 

relevant to this particular area. This section reviews the work of different international 

affairs scholars who have written books and papers on that matter. This literature review 

paves the way towards the analysis of the case study of the research in reference to the 
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theoretical framework in order to create a coherent argument in response to the research 

questions and hypotheses.  

The literature review helps build knowledge on the topic and reveal how others 

have applied different concepts into the topic. It aims to critically evaluate the research 

and help in building and synthesizing the findings of this research into a coherent whole. 

Thus, this section provides a comprehensive overview of the most relevant existing 

research on what might be Iran’s motives. The section reviews the work on the Iranian-

Yemeni relations, by comparing their relationship before and after the eruption of this 

war, Iran’s constant strive to support non-state actors in the Middle East region, and 

then specifically how Iran supports the Houthis and how the Houthis have become 

sectarianized after the Iranian involvement. Moreover, it provides an overview on Iran’s 

intervention in Yemen, also by comparing before and after the burst of this war. Finally, 

the section concludes by highlighting the main concepts and ideas of the different 

scholars. 

2.1- Iran-Yemen Relations 

 Traditionally, Iran has not been a significant actor in Yemen. Actually, it has 

maintained for quite a long time a diplomatic presence in the capital. Its role has been 

marginal, writes Feiersten (2018) unlike other states, like Saudi Arabia and Oman. Al 

Qadhi (2017) adds that Iran has not invested in any economic support for Yemen and 

has not been involved in Yemeni political affairs either.  

 According to Al Qadhi (2017), Iran and Yemen had the first contact when 

Yemen was divided between Romans and Persians during the Hemieri dynasty. Since 
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the Hemieri dynasty, Yemen had been a center of contest between Persian and Roman 

empires. The first ever contact was in 575 AD when Yemen King called on the Persians 

to take down the Romans’ allies out of Yemen. Thus, at that time, the Persians had taken 

control of some Yemeni areas until the rise of Islam. (al Qadhi, 2017) Ever since, Iran 

and Yemen had maintained limited relations until 1962 when a revolution against the 

Zaydi Imamate rule occurred. Only then had the Shah turned his attention to Yemen 

again and provided minimal financial support to the Royal Forces to fight the 

Republicans. And with the victory of the Republicans, Iranian-Yemeni relations 

weakened with only formal political ties. (Albakiri, 2013). Even during the era of the 

Shah, Iran and Yemen – particularly South Yemen – had a major disagreement in 

political views which kept the relations more limited. In fact, at that time, South Yemen 

followed the Eastern Communist camp under the Soviet Union while Iran was affiliated 

with the Western Capitalist camp under the United States (Milani, 2015). Thus, relations 

were very marginal and only bound by diplomatic and political affairs. 

 Furthermore, Almahfali and Root (2020) argue that Iran’s interest in Yemen had 

noticeably increased after the Iranian Revolution. Iran had aimed at transferring its 

revolutionary model to the countries in the region, especially the ones with minor Shiite 

communities (Almahfali and Root, 2020). In fact, Iran was able to attract Yemeni 

students to study in Iranian universities in Tehran, Beirut, and Damascus, adds Albakiri 

(2013). But, on the official level, Iran and Yemen did not have good relations due to the 

strategic relations and partnership that Yemen had built with Iraq during the Iran-Iraq 

war in the 1980s (al Qadhi, 2017). On the other hand, argues Albakiri (2013), Iran had 

reestablished strong relations with South Yemen, whom they disagreed with during the 
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era of the Shah, on the basis of the common desire to antagonize the West and their 

common rivalry with the GCC countries.  

 During the 1990s and after the unity of South and North Yemen, Iran increased 

its efforts to maintain good relations with the Zaydi Shiites in Yemen. Yet, official 

relations remained marginal and there was no evidence of any Iranian financial or 

military support in any of the wars that were occurring in Yemen during that period 

(Almahfali and Root, 2020). The period between 2004 and 2010 had noticed a 

remarkable increase in Iran’s role in Yemen, yet, this role remained limited and only 

supportive to the Houthis. However, al Qadhi (2017) argues that the intervention 

ramped up in 2011 during the Arab Spring uprisings against former President Saleh 

which caused an already fragile state to weaken even more. Since then, chaos in the 

country kept increasing giving the chance for Iran to strengthen its alliance with the 

Houthis under the same sectarian and ideological principles, and increased its media, 

financial, and military support to them (Juneau, 2016, and al Qadhi, 2017). And 

although the Iranian involvement was very limited and often untraceable as reviewed 

by some scholars, Feierstein (2019) argues that their support and assistance began to 

expand as of 2012 where they became very similar to Hezbollah of Lebanon, who is 

also backed by Iran. Their support for the Houthis became more apparent with an 

increase in direct threats against Saudi Arabia.  

 In 2015, in an attempt to fix the relations, Iran signed several economic 

agreements with the Houthis where it pledged to provide Yemen with petroleum, 

electricity, supply of needs, and daily air flights between the two countries (Albakiri, 

2013). Nonetheless, al Qadhi (2017) adds, as the Saudi-led Arab coalition launched the 
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Decisive Storm Operation against the Houthis, Iran stopped the implementation of the 

agreements. Ever since that incident, the growing Iranian support to the Houthis had 

certainly intensified the Iranian presence in Yemen, which created direct threats to Saudi 

Arabia and its Gulf and Western allies (Juneau, 2016). On that specific note, Hashim 

(2019) concludes that the Arab coalition’s move in 2015 has actually heightened the 

Iranian influence and presence in Yemen instead of containing it. 

 In conclusion, Iran has had little traction in Yemen for as long as history states. 

Yemen is not a par with Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq for Iran and the relationship between 

Iran and the Houthis has not been deep as it is not ideological or theological (Hashim, 

2019). At the start of the war, Esfandiary (2019) adds, Iran had a relatively limited 

relationship with the Houthis whose grievances are very much local. But this 

relationship increased with the progress of the war, but it still did not reach a first order 

priority like Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. That is because Yemen is a peripheral issue for 

Iran and not a strategic priority and it would not invest as much as it did in other 

countries, argue al Qadhi (2017) and Esfandiary (2019). Hashim (2019) along with al 

Qadhi (2017) argue that Iran does not blindly and merely support any Shiite group at 

the expense of its foreign and national security policies, nonetheless, victories of the 

Houthis in Yemen have given Iran the ability to engage in a low-cost high-benefit war 

against its foes, Saudi Arabia and its Arab and Western allies. 

2.2- Iran’s Support of Non-State Actors 

The Middle East region have witnessed a remarkable proliferation of non-state 

actors since the outbreak of the Arab Spring events in 2011. According to Zweiri (2016), 
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non-state actors are organizations or groups that are entirely independent from central 

governments but emerge from civil society or ‘political impulses’ that are beyond state 

control. They operate within the state activities but are not official part of it (Zweiri, 

2016). The emergence of these groups in the region have played significant roles in the 

social and political life in countries of the region, such as Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Libya, 

Lebanon, and Yemen (Zweiri, 2016).  

The importance of the emergence of non-state actors lies not only in the role they 

play in manipulating the political dynamics of the world, but the fact that they lay our 

dramatic threats, especially that these groups tend to engage in internal armed conflicts 

which could affect internal and external dynamics (Zweiri, 2016). Non-state actors, as 

Zweiri (2016) explains, operate against governments and utilize violence in order to 

hinder the political stability of a state.  

Over the years, Iran has always resorted to irregular fighting as a means to expand 

its influence, a strategy that does not include direct attacks against its adversaries but 

rather, operates indirectly through non-state actors and proxies. Juneau (2016) argues that 

Iran interventionist contexts are characterized by two features: the instability and the 

presence of dissatisfied actors. Iran seeks to take advantage of instability in order to 

penetrate states where the authority is weak, like Iraq since 2003 or Lebanon since the 

1980s (Juneau, 2016). For instance, in Lebanon, Hezbollah was found to support the 

Shiite groups who had been marginalized for so long by the Christians and Sunnis 

(Juneau, 2016). With weak states and dissatisfied groups, Iran finds itself aligning with 

them, especially that they often represent marginalized groups which makes Iran present 

itself as the champion of the oppressed and marginalized (Juneau, 2016). 



18 
 

In support to the argument posed by Hashim (2019) and al Qadhi (2017), Juneau 

(2016) adds that these partnerships do not necessarily fall under the common adherence 

of Shia Islam, rather, their minimum feature must oppose the status quo defined by the 

United States and supported by Israel and Saudi Arabia for them to enjoy Iranian support. 

That explains how Iran have been partners with Hamas and the Islamic Jihad, which are 

the Sunni groups in Palestine, and Taliban in Afghanistan, who are also an extremist Sunni 

group, explains Juneau (2016). Very often, Iran chooses the groups that are most capable 

of acting against the United States or Israel (Juneau, 2016). For example, although Iran 

and Taliban have never been on good terms, Iran still maintains channels of 

communication with Taliban only to counter the US influence and increase the cost of US 

presence in Afghanistan (Juneau, 2016). 

Iran, Zweiri (2016) adds, aims to step in the region and play its most influential 

role through different means where non-state actors remain the major one. It pursues a 

range of objectives in supporting those non-state actors; according to Juneau (2016), in 

that way Iran can ensure access to geographic areas which it can use to expand its 

influence and confront its main regional rivals by creating pressure points for them. Iran’s 

strategy in supporting non-state actors, adds Juneau (2016) also includes the use of these 

groups to present itself an ‘indispensable player with a say in major decisions’ in the 

country. This means, explains Zweiri (2016), when Iran identifies a distancing partner, it 

supports the more like-minded factions to split from the main group and form their own 

movement, which therefore will be more likely acting upon its interests. In that sense, 

Iran ensures to become the main contributor in the political process of the target country, 

such as in Iraq where it has been playing a mediatory role for years (Juneau, 2016). 
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Moreover, Iran’s strategy of supporting non-state actors eases its access to the 

transit points where it delivers military support to those groups without an authority 

questioning. The Syrian territory has been one of the most critical points for Iran sending 

support to Hezbollah through Syria to Lebanon. (Juneau, 2016) This explains why Iran 

has been deeply involved in keeping the Assad regime in Syria because the fall of the 

Assad would hinder its abilities to provide support to Hezbollah (Zweiri, 2016). 

Finally, Iran has been supporting these groups and watching them grow 

organically. The formation of what were small armed militias are now political actors 

with political wings and networks for social services. Their continued dependence on 

Iranian support thus gives Iran continuous opportunities for it to shape politics in the 

countries of the region. (Juneau, 2016) In the case of Yemen, Iran supports the Houthis 

where it attempts to reshape the internal dynamics of the Arabian Peninsula through this 

group (Zweiri, 2016). And in order to analyze the Iranian relation with the Houthis, it is 

necessary first to understand who the Houthis are and what is the nature of the relationship 

between them. 

2.3- Iran’s Support to the Houthis 

While some argue and accuse the Houthis for being another Hezbollah, others 

have repeatedly alleged that the Houthis were originally primarily local and political. As 

discussed by Juneau (2016) and al Qadhi (2017), Yemen has always been a deeply divided 

fragile state which made ease for opposing groups to emerge. The Houthis emerged in the 

north in the 1990s and has fought against the central authority until today (Juneau, 2016). 

In fact, Juneau (2016) and Zweiri (2016) have both discussed the differences between 
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Iran’s Twelver Shia doctrine and the Zaydi Houthis who are known as Fivers. Juneau 

(2016) adds that in many aspects of Zaydism, Zaydis tend to be closer to Sunni Islam than 

to branches of Shia.  

While Saul et. al (2017) argue that Iran has always been backing up the Houthis 

with advanced weaponry, military advisers, and Shia education, Juneau (2016) believes 

that if it were not for Iran, the Houthis would still exist and be able to fight against the 

central authority. The Houthis initially aimed for an end to the economic 

underdevelopment, discrimination against the Zaydis, and political marginalization 

(Juneau, 2016). At this point, al Qadhi (2017) argues that the Houthis pursue to achieve 

greater recognition of their cultural and religious rights, a role in national affairs, and more 

autonomy in the areas where they are predominant. Juneau (2016) argues that it is in this 

context that Iran sought an opportunity to sweep into the internal dynamics of Yemen for 

its bigger external aspirations. In contrary to what Saul et. al (2016) claiming that the 

Houthis are simply Iranian proxies, Juneau (2016) and al Qadhi (2017) argue otherwise; 

Iran did not create the Houthis to achieve its objectives, rather it took an opportunity from 

their development in the past few years in order to achieve them. 

Saudi Arabia and its GCC allies have regularly accused Iran for supporting the 

Houthis. As reviewed earlier, over the past decades, Iran and the Zaydis in North Yemen 

have had very limited contact where Iran stayed out of most of the wars in Yemen. Yet 

despite these occasional contacts, Yemen was not on Iran’s list of foreign policy priorities 

and there were no traceable evidences of any support to the Houthis until the outbreak of 

the war in 2004. (Jueanu, 2016 and Zweiri, 2016). Only after this time did Iran and the 

Houthis develop a more sustained contact and the Houthis started to receive only limited 
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amounts of political and financial support from Iran (Juneau, 2016). Juneau (2021) adds 

that this initial support was minimal as Iran did not have Yemen within its strategic 

considerations at that time. Moreover, Falk (2022) argues that the Houthis are not tied to 

Iran as Hezbollah and they have acted autonomously in Yemen since their formation. 

During these years, President Saleh and Saudi Arabia have regularly accused Iran for 

sending weapons to the Houthis, while there was no definitive evidence in support of their 

claims (Falk, 2022). In fact, a leaked memo has reported that the Houthis are buying their 

weapons from the black market from corrupt commanders in the Yemeni military itself 

(Riedel, 2017).  

Terrill (2014) argues that more assistance to the Houthis have appeared after the 

events of the Arab Spring in 2011. Only then did the accusations of the Iranian support 

started to be acknowledged (Juneau, 2016 and Terrill, 2014). And although these reports 

were indicative of an Iranian desire to develop relations with the Houthis, Juneau (2016) 

argues that this was not yet considered in line with the usual effort that Iran provides to 

non-state actors; it was only an initiation to build trust and enhance relations for the future. 

From the takeover of Sana’a by the Houthis in 2014 until the Decisive Storm Operation 

launched by the Saudi-led coalition in 2015, evident support from Iran and Hezbollah of 

Lebanon has intensified (al Qadhi, 2017). For example, mid-2014, US intelligence 

officials reported that units from Iranian military were starting to train the Houthis and 

some Houthi fighters were travelling from Yemen to Iran and Lebanon for training as well 

(Bayoumy and Ghobari, 2014). 

In addition, further reports of shipping activities between Iran and Yemen have 

been recorded, according to a Financial Times article in 2015, where it claimed the 
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presence of at least four cargo ships on the Yemeni ports. Also, Iran began to be more 

open when talking about Yemen. For example, President Hassan Rouhani publicly 

expressed his support to the Houthis when they took over Sana’a (Aden al Ghad, 2014), 

and soon after in mid-2015, Iran announced that it had promised to send economic support 

and oil supplies (Juneau, 2016). 

As this review on Iran’s support to the Houthis suggests, there has been very 

limited evidence that the Houthis have fallen under Iran’s authority. Rather, scholars have 

argued, according to anecdotal evidence, that the support moved from nothing to modest 

and by all indications, the Houthis remain local and not fully dependent on Iran. Hence, 

Juneau (2016) and al Qadhi (2017) conclude that what brings the Houthis and Iran 

together is not the simple commonality of Shia faith, rather, a common dissatisfaction 

with the regional order and the status quo set by Iran’s main foes, Saudi Arabia and the 

United States. 

2.4- Iran’s Involvement in Yemen 

The war in Yemen is first and foremost a civil war at its root, driven by local 

discrepancies, and not a regional, sectarian or proxy war. The intervention of Iran and 

Saudi Arabia in the war has superimposed itself as a rivalry between them and intensified 

the events of the way, but it still does not drive it. (Juneau, 2016) According to al Qadhi 

(2017), Saudi Arabia’s interests were threatened by the rise of the Houthis against the 

status quo with which it is aligned, thus its intervention comes as an effort to restore the 

balance of power in favor of this status quo and definitely against the Iranian influence. 

Meanwhile, Juneau (2016) argues that Iran’s intervention is pushed by the alignment with 
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the Houthis, who also opposes the existing regional order and status quo which Saudi 

Arabia, Israel, and the United States have built. As discussed in previous sections, Iran 

has not been a significant actor in Yemeni affairs. It had actually maintained for a long 

time a diplomatic presence in the capital. Its role has been marginal, writes Feiresten 

(2018) unlike other states, Saudi Arabia and Oman for instance. Al Qadhi (2017) agrees 

and adds that Iran has not invested in any economic or political support for Yemen until 

the escalation of the latest war.  

Juneau (2016) discusses Iran’s involvement in the context of its regional policy 

and in comparison to Saudi Arabia’s involvement. In terms of regional policy, Juneau 

(2016) argues that Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, and the nuclear deal are far more important for 

Iran than Yemen. However, Yemen is an important priority for Saudi Arabia, and by 

aligning with the Houthis, Iran tends to reply to the Saudi message – that it is the dominant 

power in the region – and gain significant influence (Juneau, 2016). He believes that Iran 

aimed to bandwagon on the successes of the Houthis to entrench them (Juneau, 2016).  

Thus, according to Juneau (2016), although Iran does not have the same capabilities as 

Saudi Arabia in this war, yet its intervention has been motivated by a change in its regional 

policy towards Yemen. On the other hand, al Qadhi (2017) believes that the political 

vacuum and chaos in Yemen have paved the way for Iran and motivated it to enter and 

expand its influence. He argues that Iran’s policy towards Yemen does not differ from 

that of Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria (al Qadhi, 2017). 

Moreover, in comparison to Saudi Arabia’s involvement, Iran’s intervention in 

Yemen pales behind that of Saudi Arabia. Over the years, Saudi Arabia has provided 

support to every faction; in the government, the bureaucracy, tribal militias and other non-
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state actors, and the armed forces. Then what Iran has provided represents only a fraction 

of this. (Juneau, 2016) He continues to argue that this scale of support is understandable; 

what happens in Yemen definitely affects Saudi Arabia was more than Iran (Juneau, 

2016). 

For Iran, argues Juneau (2016) Yemen is an opportunity and not a threat. He 

argues that Iran’s intervention in Yemen remains limited and constrained, and the Houthis 

are simply an opportunity for them to gain some leverage at a low cost. In contrast, al 

Qadhi (2017) believes that Iran’s regional and international isolation have created a sense 

of threat and insecurity for its existence and interests, which makes it enforce its security 

and undermine that of the others. He argues that the intervention in Lebanon, Iraq, Syria, 

and now Yemen is self-defense, and it does that by attracting groups of the same sect and 

ideology under the framework of ‘the revolutionary model’ (al Qadhi, 2017). He believes 

that the intervention has been motivated by Iran’s security concerns and the urge to 

maintain its national security (al Qadhi, 2017). Zweiri (2017) and al Qadhi (2017) believe 

that Iran’s goals in Yemen are part of its strategy and plan for hegemony in the region. 

Both Juneau (2016) and al Qadhi (2017) agree that Yemen was never an urgent 

priority for Iran; of course, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon are far more important than Yemen. 

On that specific note, al Qadhi (2017) claims that in those areas, Iran would be willing to 

invest much more and tolerate a higher level of risk than it did in Yemen. Yet, he believes 

that Iran is investing in the Yemeni war more than it is anticipated to because it would not 

get the chance to fight the Saudis ‘that close everyday’. On the other hand, Juneau (2016) 

argues that in order to gain further significant influence in Yemen, Iran has to inject 

greater resources, which it neither has the aspiration nor the will to do so. He adds that 
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Iran is unable to shape the events in Yemen, however, those events have paved its way to 

entrench and consolidate new strategies that would increase its influence and diminish 

Saudi Arabia’s in return. Therefore, although each of Juneau (2016) and al Qadhi (2017) 

view Iran’s intensity in the war from a different perspective, they both agree that Iran’s 

overall intervention has been constrained and bound by several limitations that are related 

to its own capabilities and to the internal situations in Yemen.  

Hence, although Iran’s support has been limited and its intervention has been 

marginal, yet it managed to reap more than a small return. As reviewed earlier, Iran’s 

assistance to the Houthis moved from nothing to modest and that the Houthis are not 

under Iranian command. Yemen for Saudi Arabia is not the same for Iran. Instability and 

chaos in Yemen could cause serious turbulences in Saudi Arabia – this is far from the 

case for Iran. Indeed, Iran seeks several objectives from its intervention in this war, 

however, it is important to keep note that the Houthis in the war are less dependent on 

Iranian support than the pro-Saudi factions are. 

2.5- Conclusion 

The literature has shed so much light on the involvement of Saudi Arabia in the 

current Yemeni war and before that war. The motives and objectives behind Saudi 

Arabia’s involvement are obvious and typical, as Yemen represents a strategic depth and 

vital location for Saudi Arabia. But, the main idea behind the review is to identify what 

scholars had to say about the Iranian intervention in the Yemen war, knowing that it has 

never been involved in Yemen until the latest war. 
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Iran and Yemen have not been historically tied to each other. They have 

maintained only limited relations throughout the years. The interest in Yemen had 

noticeably increased with the years, especially after the Iranian Revolution in 1979 when 

Iran aimed at attracting the Zaydis in North Yemen and present itself as a revolutionary 

model for them, in defense of the marginalized Shiite groups. Over the years, Iran has 

been known for its inclination towards indirect and irregular fighting in different countries 

of the Middle East region; it operates through non-state actors and proxies, like Hezbollah 

in Lebanon for example. Iran tends to align with these dissatisfied groups who share a 

common hatred against the status quo that is defined by the United States and supported 

by Israel and Saudi Arabia. By supporting such groups, Iran ensures its access to certain 

strategic geographic area which it can use to expand its influence, like it did in Syria, Iraq, 

Lebanon, and most recently Yemen. 

In Yemen, the Houthis have originated in the early 1990s due to a deeply divided 

fragile state. The Houthis have not been established by Iran. Iran’s support to the Houthis 

pales in comparison to its support in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. Indeed, Iran has played a 

significant role in the rise of the Houthis’ power, but it is not the sole reason. During the 

early years of the war, there were little evidence of any Iranian assistance to the Houthis, 

but more have appeared after the Arab Spring in 2011 and especially mid-2014. Iran has 

taken an opportunity from the advancement of the Houthis to achieve its greater goals.  

While some argue that the political vacuum and political unrest resulting from the 

civil war have motivated Iran to intensify its intervention in Yemen, others have argued 

that the situation in Yemen has been rarely stable. Moreover, some scholars have argued 

that the intervention has been motivated by Iran’s security concerns where it viewed 
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Yemen as an alarming threat, while others strongly alleged that Yemen was rather an 

opportunity for Iran and not a threat. Also, the involvement of Iran is very small compared 

to that of Saudi Arabia, where Yemen represents a very major priority for Saudi Arabia. 

It is true that Iran has shifted its priorities towards Yemen over the past few years, 

however, it still remains less important for it than it is for Saudi Arabia.  

Finally, most scholars have agreed that Iran’s intervention in Yemen is part of its 

regional policy and plans for hegemony in the Middle East region, and that its policy in 

Yemen does not really differ from that in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. Therefore, without 

Iranian support, the Houthis would remain strong fighters as they have always been, but 

they are stronger with Iranian assistance. And, Iran’s influence remains relatively limited 

in comparison to that of Saudi Arabia, yet its strive for hegemony and its urge to combat 

the presence of the United States presence in the region continues to be its main motive 

to continue fighting in the war. 
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Chapter Three 

Theoretical Framework: Neorealism  

In order to answer the research question, discussing the theoretical framework 

is essential. By explaining the main theories of the study, this chapter gives the thesis 

a certain theoretical perspective on the Iranian involvement in the Yemeni war. It is 

important to view the behavior and actions of Iran in Yemen from a theoretical 

perspective. The theoretical framework introduces the theories and theoretical 

concepts that best describe the issues related to the research question, by analyzing 

Iran’s foreign policy in Yemen.  

While several theories are able to explain the intervention of Iran in Yemen, this 

thesis will apply the neorealist framework, along with its main tenets, the concept of 

security dilemma and balance of power. Regarding Iran’s foreign policy in the region, 

some have argued that it is driven by religious credentials and can be explained 

through an ideological framework, while others have argued that it is not the identity 

or the ideology but rather the geopolitical and strategic considerations that direct 

Iran’s foreign policy decisions. This study aligns with the latter argument which 

highlights that Iran’s intervention decisions in the region are driven by strategic and 

pragmatic calculations which are best explained through a neorealist perspective.  

In Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon, it is obvious how Iran has always been against any 

external intervention that may threaten the pro-Iranian system which it has built, and 

thus hinder its strategic goals in these countries. That is why, we can see that, in Syria 
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for example, Iran has not started a sectarian war but rather exploited the minority 

Shiite community in order to secure its interests. That means, the fear of losing power 

has been Iran’s motivation to exploit the idea of sectarianism in the region in order to 

achieve its desired strategic goals. Hence, on that basis, Iran’s intervention in Yemen 

cannot be explained through sectarian and religious terms alone, but rather through an 

explanation of its desire to achieve strategic geopolitical goals in Yemen and across 

the region, while enhancing its security and undermining that of the others. In that 

sense, the most appropriate explanation for this intervention would fall under the light 

of neorealism and its main concepts, the security dilemma and the balance of power.  

In order to build a cohesive understanding of Iran’s intervention in Yemen 

within the neorealist framework, it is essential to first explain the core principles of 

neorealism which are stemmed from the main theory, classical realism. Thus, this 

chapter is divided into four sections: first, the origins, principles, and branches of 

neorealism; second, the concept of security dilemma followed by the concept of 

balance of power which are both stemmed from the neorealist theory; and lastly, the 

application of these theories and concepts in the explanation of Iran’s intervention in 

Yemen. The purpose of this chapter is to better develop a clear theoretical 

understanding for the empirical analysis of Iran’s actions in Yemen and across the 

region through its foreign policy strategies. 

3.1.  Neorealism 

Realism, or classical realism to be specific, is one of the main theories of 

International Relations which was developed by Hans Morgenthau, who argued that 
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states are the main actors in the international system and their primary goal is to 

achieve their self-interests and gain power over the other (Gibb, 2019). There are four 

main principles under classical realism. First, realists assume that states’ behaviors 

and actions are stemmed from a selfish human nature. Machiavelli believes that 

human nature influences states decisions which automatically hinders state security. 

(Gibb, 2019) That means, leaders are expected to act as ‘lions – for power – and foxes 

– for deception – in order to ensure the survival of their states (Antunes and Camisao, 

2018). States are unitary rational actors where their decisions are always in pursuit of 

their national interests (Gibb, 2019).  

Second, realists argue that states are found in an anarchic international system 

where they are expected to rely on themselves and prioritize their national interests 

above all (Gibb, 2019). Third, classical realism argues that states are in a constant 

struggle for power in the anarchical international system. (Gibb, 2019) This principle 

assumes that one state having more power than the other will create a security issue. 

Therefore, in order to maintain security, states are expected to use power in order to 

deter any threat that might arise from another powerful state. And based on this 

principle, security dilemma is introduced. (Gibb, 2019) Lastly, classical realism 

denies the exercise of morality in the anarchical international system (Gibb, 2019). 

Machiavelli argues that morality should not be exercised on the international level and 

that each state is justified by its own actions, as they will pursue their interests over 

their morals (Gibb, 2019). 

Based on these principles, Kenneth Waltz, a realist theorist, developed the 

theory of neorealism, or structural realism, rooted from the main principles of classical 
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realism but taking into consideration the critiques. For Waltz, the most important 

concern for states is security and that states need to protect themselves from the threats 

of other states (Brown and Ainley, 2005). In that respect, states are constantly seeking 

hegemony to achieve their own interests even if it requires using force and power 

(Brown and Ainley, 2005). Following this concept, neorealism is described into two 

categories, defensive and offensive, described by Waltz and Mearsheimer 

respectively. They argue that neorealism concentrates on maintaining security – 

defensive realism, and maximizing power – offensive realism (Lobell, 2010).  

In terms of defensive realism, Waltz argues that in the anarchical international 

system, states tend to moderate their behaviors and policies in order to maintain their 

security without having to maximize their power (Lobell, 2010). Offensive realism 

assumes that mistrust is prone to change through cooperation or mutual agreements 

(Lobell, 2010). However, in terms of offensive realism, Mearsheimer argues that the 

anarchic structure of the international system leads to insecurity and instability which 

automatically encourages states to use offensive strategies in maximizing their power 

in order to secure their survival and deter any external threat (Lobell, 2010). 

According to Mearsheimer, mistrust is constant and that states are aggressive and are 

in a constant competition for hegemony (Lobell, 2010). Thus, when states are 

aggressively competing with one another and maximizing their power to preserve 

their security in defense of an external threat, it means they are in a constant state of 

security dilemma (Lobell, 2010). This is why, for example, Iran and Saudi Arabia are 

constantly competing for geopolitical hegemony and are both in constant alert from 

each other.  
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Since the Iranian Revolution, Iran’s foreign policy decisions have been 

associated with the neorealist framework, as its main goal has been to ensure its 

survival in the anarchic international system through the use of power. According to 

neorealism, Iran’s foreign policy in the region has led it to intervene in regional 

countries where there is political vacuum and weakened governments in order to 

maximize its power and ensure its position in the region. Iran has been attempting to 

fill the vacuum in the region by its power through its strategic alliances with non-state 

actors, like Hezbollah, the Assad regime, Hamas, and the Houthis. Iran believes in the 

Islamic Revolution and aims to extend it to the region as an Islamic wakening, which 

has been illustrated by its growing influence in the Arab world. On that note, Alireza 

Zakani, an advisor to Khamenei, commented that Iran has now controlled four Arab 

capitals and most recently the Yemeni capital, and this is part of the Iranian 

Revolution. According to neorealism, it is within Iran’s interest that the situation in 

Yemen remains unstable and continues to generate greater conflicts in the region, and 

especially within the Gulf states. Thus, in that sense, we can view that Iran’s foreign 

policy decisions in Yemen are similar to those in the neighboring countries which are 

in compliance with neorealism with an offensive attitude towards the others. 

3.2.  Security Dilemma 

 Security dilemma is explained within the neorealist framework. The concept of 

security dilemma is important in international relations because it can analyze conflict 

and war. Briefly, it demonstrates how states can go to war due to their obsession on 

security. According to John Herz, all states are status quo powers which makes war 

between them quite unavoidable (Wivel, 2011). He describes security dilemma as 
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politically active groups and individuals that are worried about their security from 

being threatened or subjected by other groups and they never feel secure from this 

uncertainty, thus they are driven towards maximizing their power to save themselves 

(Wivel, 2011).  

In his article ‘Cooperation Under the Security Dilemma’, Robert Jervis (1978) 

explains security dilemma as “many of the means by which a state tries to increase its 

security and decrease the security of others”. This means that states do not feel secure 

at all times and they constantly seek policies that would increase their power and 

undermine that of the other, but end up decreasing the security of the whole system 

(Jervis, 1978).  

Herbert Butterfield explains the security dilemma in his book by saying that the 

greatest wars can be produced between two anxious powers trying to avoid war (Tang, 

2009). The three major authors of the security dilemma have agreed that the anarchic 

structure of the international system creates uncertainty, uncertainty leads to fear, fear 

develops competition for power, and competition for power creates a security 

dilemma which eventually produces wars and disputes (Huwaidin, 2015).  

For defensive realists, Waltz argue that the anarchic structure of the international 

system encourages expansion which creates a security issue between states (Wivel, 

2011). For offensive realists, the anarchic system gives strong incentives for states to 

expand where only powerful states can ensure their survival (Tang, 2009). Other have 

argued that states seek to maximize their power and not their security, but in all cases, 

the outcome is the same: mistrust between states encourages defensive strategies that 

are perceived as offensive (Wivel, 2011).  
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 In the context of the Middle East region, the unstable dynamics have been 

constantly embedded within the security dilemma framework where it has been in an 

ongoing fight for balance of power for years (Tang, 2009). The Middle East region 

lies in a condition of constant uncertainty where states are never sure about the 

intentions of other which leads to the dilemma among the states and non-state actors 

as well (Tang, 2009). This region is a trouble spot on the world map and it has been 

characterized by the most contested conflicts for years. And although the countries of 

the region share religion, culture, and identity, wars and prolonged conflict keep 

occurring due to the fear from the other. (Tang, 2009). The security dilemma in the 

Middle East region has been arguably provoked by the constant sectarian conflict 

between Sunni and Shiite groups which has led to most, if not all, conflicts of the 

region. The two major states that have left the region in a security crisis are Saudi 

Arabia and Iran, who are competing for power and hegemony. They have been 

constantly looking for policies that would improve their own power while weakening 

the other, thus leading to instability in most of the Arab states.  

As discussed earlier, fear from losing power against the other encourages states 

to maximize their power and security at the expense of others. Following neorealism, 

the security dilemma theory explains that countries in the region are never completely 

feeling secure and they are always seeking for policies that would strengthen their 

capacities and weaken the others. This dilemma has created a vicious circle of power 

and security in the region which has consequently encouraged Iran to secure itself and 

its interests through establishing strong alliances and investing in their security 

defense apparatus. In that sense, we can view Iran’s behavior in Yemen as an offensive 
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policy to gain influence and disturb Saudi Arabia. Iran and the Houthis have built their 

alliance on ideological or doctrinal differences that rather helped them strengthen their 

strategic relations. The war in Yemen does not directly affect the security of Iran, 

unlike that of Saudi Arabia where the war lies in its own security field. Nonetheless, 

the involvement of Iran in Yemen is related to its foreign policy decision that is 

stemmed from the dilemma of mistrust in the region, where it attempts to exert its 

influence and extend its hegemony; from Tehran through Baghdad, Damascus, Beirut, 

and now Sana’a.   

3.3. Balance of Power 

 The concept of balance of power is a phenomenon that occurs also due to the 

anarchic nature of the international system. It is when a state becomes too powerful 

that it creates a security dilemma for others, so they seek to increase their own power 

in order to restore the balance of power (Wivel, 2011). The concept was initially 

theorized during the Cold War when the world was bipolar and power was distributed 

mainly between the United States and the Soviet Union who were balancing each 

other’s power. Other states were not strong enough to balance their power thus they 

would bandwagon (Wivel, 2011).  

 The world today is multipolar and balancing power is mainly at the regional 

level. For Waltz, if a state in this multipolar system does not possess the convenient 

material or political instrument to be in a competition for hegemony, then it will most 

likely bandwagon (Wivel, 2011). Offensive realists believe that states would try to 

maximize their power since power is their best way to survive (Wivel, 2011). The 
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purpose of balance of power is to maintain the integrity of the multipolar system by 

halting any state from exerting its power on its regional neighbors. Then, it is argued 

that the only preventive method from power is power; meaning that states tend to 

counterbalance in order to prevent a stronger power from dominating, and at the same 

time to become a hegemon (Wivel, 2011). 

  In the context of the Middle East region, the last years witnessed several shifts 

in the balance of power. The region has gone through several geopolitical 

transformations since World War II, by the Europeans and later by the United States 

and the Soviet Union in the Cold War. Today, the region is witnessing another 

transformation, but perhaps its most consequential one. (Beck, 2020) Although the 

great powers are still engaged in world politics and in the region’s politics, yet the 

transformation is being driven rather by regional actors. The regional system in the 

Middle East is shaped by the significant involvement of the United States in the 

Middle East affairs and by the ongoing sectarian conflicts (Beck, 2020).  

 Iran, Iraq, Egypt, Turkey, Israel, and Saudi Arabia were competing for 

regional hegemony; but after the Arab Spring, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Israel are 

nevertheless the main actors in the competition for regional hegemony (Beck, 2020). 

Each of these states possess significant material and ideological instruments that allow 

it to be hegemonic. Indeed, the growing influence of Iran in the Middle East region 

have been an unusual geopolitical phenomenon. This growth has played a vital role in 

the shift in the balance of power in the region and has impacted the regional order and 

security. This growth has fueled the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and Iran where they 

have been involved in continuous disputes and competition in the different countries 
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of the region. Through their rivalry, Saudi Arabia and Iran are trying to balance the 

power in the region, however, they are only worsening the situation in the region. Iran 

and Saudi Arabia are both enforcing their military forces in their involvements in the 

affairs of the different countries in the region, where Iran is establishing relations and 

military alliances with different actors. Iran’s intervention in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, 

and Yemen, can be seen as a challenge to the regional balance of power where it 

clashes with the interests of its opponents in these countries. Iran highlights its 

involvement with the empowerment of the Shiite communities by fueling a sectarian 

conflict in the region. This Shiite empowerment attempt is as well part of Iran’s 

strategy to enhance its power in the regional balance of power. 

3.4.  Iran in Yemen: Within the Neorealist Framework 

   After the 1979 Iranian revolution and since the establishment of the Islamic 

Republic, Iran’s foreign policy has been in compliance with the neorealist framework, 

with an offensive perspective towards others in the region. Iran’s major goal has been 

to ensure its survival in the anarchic nature of the international system. Iran emerged 

as a regional power that aims to exert its influence in the region by intervening in 

weakened states. These weak governments invited those regional and even external 

powers as though they would help them control their borders and societies (Gause, 

2014). 

   Iran’s foreign policy behavior has been related to maximizing its power 

through strategically assessing the opportunities towards its interests and role in the 

regional politics (Bazoobandi, 2014). While some argue that Iran’s policy is driven 
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by ideology and religion, others have argued that it is driven out of the neorealist 

framework, which is based on a set of aspirations and policies related to its grand 

geopolitical goals, perhaps attained through the use of its religious ideological 

fundamentalism. Moreover, Iran has tailored its foreign policy in accordance with the 

sovereignty factor. Iran strives to protect its sovereignty from any external threat from 

neighboring countries, so it formulates its policies on that basis. Also, Iran’s foreign 

policy is influenced by the balance of power factor. Iran has made a significant deal 

of effort to contain the Western influence in the region, as well as to maintain its 

position as the largest Shiite country in the region to balance the Saudi influence 

regionally. Other considerations aside, another driver of Iran’s foreign policy is the 

sense of insecurity that drives it to search for further strategic depth in the weak 

countries and resort to deterrence. (Bazoobandi, 2014) All in all, we can say that Iran’s 

foreign policy plans are not defensive in nature, but rather offensive with the intention 

to expand and maximize power as long as it can. 

   In the Middle East context, when Iran does not share mutual interests with 

its adversaries and is not willing to negotiate or compromise, the Middle East becomes 

a zero-sum game. The Middle East region is thus characterized by two irreconcilable 

forces; one includes most countries, supported by the United States and led by Saudi 

Arabia, and the other includes Iran, Syria, and the non-state actors who want to 

challenge the present status quo through imposing their ideological and geopolitical 

power in the region. In that sense, the security dilemma in the region will therefore 

remain as it is as long as Iran and its allies continue to crack the regional security 

system. In all of Iran’s involvements in the region, it has been able to pocket its rivals’ 
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mistakes, like in Iraq and Syria, while taking advantage of the failed state itself. The 

domestic affairs of target states determine the suitable environment for an Iranian 

involvement; meaning that Iran tends to meddle into the regional affairs through an 

unstable but suitable environment for its proxies and non-state actors to achieve their 

strategic geopolitical goals.  

   In Yemen, Iran’s goal goes beyond institutional channels and official ties 

with Yemeni government. In fact, it came to support the Houthis while it took 

advantage of the failed state and the mistake of an opponent. Iran relies on non-state 

actors by attracting them to promote division and instability in the target state for it to 

be able to change the political arrangements and balance of power to its benefit. Iran’s 

foreign policy in Yemen is viewed as pragmatic and neorealist in compliance with the 

geopolitical realities in the region. It seeks to strengthen its security and create 

opportunities for itself that would allow it to shape the regional political system in 

accordance with its own national interests.  

   Under these concepts and considerations, we can say that Iran has been 

operating in an offensive manner in Yemen through adopting offensive policies which 

are aimed to shift the balance of power in the region. Indeed, it is in the interest of 

Iran that Yemen remains unstable. The analysis of International Relations theories in 

the scope of this study is very important. The analysis of the theories explained how 

and why certain events have occurred in relevance to the topic. And in order to better 

understand Iran’s motives behind its intervention in the Yemeni war, it was crucial to 

address neorealism through connecting the domestic factors with the policies and 

interests.  
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   This analysis has been linked to Iran’s foreign policy agenda in achieving its 

grand geopolitical interests in relation to security and power within an anarchic 

international system. Therefore, Iran’s policies have adopted a multi-dimensional 

approach seeking to sustain its influence in those countries while ensuring its security 

and sovereignty, and shifting the balance of power in its favor. Nonetheless, the 

overall policy in Yemen remains minor and limited in comparison to its investments 

elsewhere.  
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Chapter Four 

Case Study: The Yemen War 

 

4.1.  Roots of the War (1960s-2004) 

 The current war in Yemen is not new. It goes beyond the latest 

consequences of the war. It is only the latest eruption of what has been happening 

for almost 60 years now. There were no consecutive years of peace in Yemen. The 

history of Yemen has, indeed, witnessed violent conflicts and instability way more 

than peace. It is crucial to look back at the core roots of what we call today a civil 

war and how has Yemen become vulnerable to external interventions.  

 The Yemeni population is mostly entirely Muslim, divided between Shiite 

Zaydis in the North and Sunni Salafists in the South. The country was divided into 

North and South during the Ottoman Empire and the British colonialization, where 

they controlled the areas respectively. When the era of the Ottoman Empire ended, 

the leader of the Zaydis, Imam Yehya took power. During his term and until his 

assassination, the country witnessed several oppositions. Even after his 

assassination in 1948 when his son took power, there were growing tensions on 

the borders between the North and the South and constant repression. During the 

following years, two opposing groups emerged and fought for power, the National 

Liberation Front (NLF) and the Occupied South Yemen Liberation Front 

(OSYLF). The NLF controlled most of the land until it got dissolved in 1967. That 
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was when the People’s Republic of Yemen was established, which was then 

changed into the Democratic People’s Republic of Yemen in 1969. (Karasik and 

Cafiero, 2019) and (Feierstein, 2019) 

 The North was tied up with Saudi Arabia and the West while the South 

followed the Socialist Party. This division created constant tensions on the borders 

which led to wars in 1972 and 1979 between the Democratic People’s Republic 

of Yemen (DPRY) in the South and the Arab Republic of Yemen (ARY) in the 

North. Upon the discovery of oil and gas in both republics and the fall of the Soviet 

Union which would not support the DPRY anymore, the two republics decided to 

enter into talks for unity. Surprisingly, the talks were successful to establish a 

unified country in 1990. Nonetheless, tensions kept occurring on the succession 

of power in the country. (Karasik and Cafiero, 2019) and (Feierstein, 2019) 

 Moreover, a civil war erupted in 1994 between the Northern and Southern 

forces – backed by Saudi Arabia – with the victory of the North which reinforced 

the mandate of Ali Abdullah Saleh, who was previously the President of the 

republic, to become the leader of the country. The 1994 civil war left out very 

harsh consequences on the citizens in the South which led to the rise of an 

opposition movement in the South known as al Hirak, which Saleh was unable to 

defeat. (Karasik and Cafiero, 2019) And as a response to Saleh’s succession and 

the intervention of Saudi Arabia in the civil war, different opposition groups had 

emerged, where the most prominent and violent one was the Houthi movement, 

also known as Ansar Allah. The insurgency of the Houthis encouraged al Hirak 

movement to intensify its movement against the government. The chaos in the 
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country spread beyond the borders with significant migrant flows that reached 

Saudi Arabia and Africa. (Feierstein, 2019) 

 The unification of South and North Yemen was nothing but an addition 

layer to the country’s problems. The Yemenis have failed to form a cohesive state 

and to implement any potential agreement. The unity created a greater sense of 

insecurity and vulnerability for the Zaydis in the north, because of the failure of 

the state to give an equal share of resources to the Southern citizens and the 

Northern Zaydis. The unequitable political and economic distribution, and 

religious discrimination towards the Zaydis made a fertile soil where the Houthis 

were able to blossom.  

 Since then, the Houthis grew in power and there was constant fighting 

between the oppositions and the Saleh regime since the 1994 civil war until 2004, 

which marked the beginning of the six Sa’dah wars. The roots of the current war 

go way back to many of unresolved domestic issues since the 1960s and onwards, 

which were triggers to what has later erupted from 2004 until today. 

4.2.  The Sectarianization of the Houthis (2004-present) 

 In order to continue the analysis of the Iranian involvement in light of the 

Yemen war, there should be a clear understanding of who the Houthis are and how 

Iran has initially built ties with them where they became radicalized, and how 

Yemen kept descending into war. 
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4.2.1.  Rise of the Houthis 

   The Houthis, officially known as Ansar Allah and led by Hussein al 

Houthi, emerged in the 1990s as an insurgency movement in the Northern Sa’dah 

region in defense of the marginalized Zaydi population, and against the 

government of Ali Abdullah Saleh. The Zaydis are Shiite Muslims; Shiites are a 

minority in the Muslim world and the Zaydis are a minority of the Shiites. Then, 

it is clear why the Zaydis in Yemen have always felt discriminated and 

marginalized. The Zaydis follow a different doctrine and belief from the other 

Shiites, known as the Twelvers, who are found in Iran, Iraq, and Lebanon. 

(Riedel, 2017). 

 Initially, the Houthis’ main goal was to fight corruption and protect their 

marginalized community. They had repeatedly accused Saleh of autocracy and 

corruption, and accused him of stealing the country’s wealth for his family. The 

turning point for them was in 2003 during the U.S. invasion of Iraq. It was the 

time when the Houthis became deeply radicalized by the idea of “Death of 

America”. During that time, the Houthis were getting inspired by Hezbollah in 

Lebanon who has been fighting Israel. The Houthis viewed Hezbollah as mentors 

to them, and also viewed the Islamic Republic as a role model for them, to the 

extent that they adopted the slogan “God is great, death to the U.S., death to 

Israel, curse the Jews, and victory for Islam”. (Riedel, 2017) 

  In that manner, Saleh launched military campaigns against the Houthis, 

where their leader Hussein al Houthi got killed in 2004. Since 2004 until 2010, 

the Houthis fought Saleh, who was backed by Saudi Arabia, six wars in Sa’dah 



45 
 

where they were able to defeat Saleh and the Saudi army repeatedly during the 

six wars. The Houthis were victorious because of their successful defensive 

tactics, using the mountains as their defense, and because they succeeded in 

establishing strong connections with tribes and clans who became loyal to them. 

In addition, from a military perspective, the Houthis are between 20,000 and 

30,000 trained fighters with other local movements combined with them, 

resulting in a well-trained militia. (Riedel, 2017) 

 

4.2.2.     Descent into War (2011-present) 

   With the Arab Spring uprisings reaching Yemen in 2011, the Houthis 

were a major movement against the government. The population, especially in the 

North, revolted against the discriminating they have been living through, the high 

unemployment and poverty rates, the economic and political instability, and the 

corruption of the central state. This led to the dismissal of President Saleh and the 

election of his Vice President Abdrabuh Mansur Hadi in 2012. The new president 

seemed unable to resolve the problems in the country which automatically lost 

popular support. (Riedel, 2017) 

   In reaction to the government of Hadi, the Houthis and Saleh 

movements, hypocritically, aligned together, and together they began to launch 

continuous military campaigns against the government, until they succeeded in 

entering and controlling the capital Sana’a in 2014. After the takeover of the 

capital, the Saudis feared a Shiite spill over to its borders. Together with most of 
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its Arab allies, Saudi Arabia launched the Operation Decisive Storm in March 

2015 against the Houthis to regain the capital.  

 Since then, the war in Yemen has significantly intensified and left Yemen 

in miserable conditions; deaths, spread of diseases, malnutrition, hunger, and 

migration flows. Even with the agreements with the United Nations and the alerts 

from the Human Rights Watch to stop the armed conflict, the situation did not 

seem to improve. The UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres stated during the 

Pledging Conference in Yemen in 2019 that “we are facing the worst humanitarian 

crisis in the world”. 

4.2.3.     Houthi-Iranian Relations 

 The Houthis have been officially fighting against the government since 

2004. Their movement was initially born to protect the Zaydis from 

discrimination. They also fought for distribution of equal economic resources and 

political participation, and revolted against the dictatorship ruling the country. The 

Houthis are primarily and originally local. 

 It is important to note that during these years, Iran had nothing to do with 

what was going on in Yemen, or at least, there has been nothing traceable. Indeed, 

the Houthis were inspired by Iran’s conquest against the status quo in the region 

and against Israel, but there were no evidences of any Iranian military or financial 

support during any of the previous wars that the Houthis were fighting. They 

Houthis have never denied receiving strategic or ideological support from Iran, 

but not financial or military. Officially, the Houthis started receiving training and 
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assistance from Iran after 2012, and notably after 2015 following the operation 

launched by the Saudi-led coalition. 

 Within the regional perspective, Iran is the only regional actor whose 

positions are in common with the Houthis, regardless of the doctrinal differences 

between the Zaydis and the Twelvers. But with the growing victory of the Houthis 

in Yemen, and the Houthi inspiration of the Iranian Revolution, the objectives of 

the Houthis, perhaps, shifted from local into a broader scene, related to the Iranian 

objectives. It is from 2015 when Iran and the Houthis became officially tied, 

whereby Iran became more explicit and overt about its intentions and support to 

the Houthis. Nevertheless, as scholars have argued in the literature, the Houthis 

are not another Iranian proxy in Yemen. Without the Iranian support, the Houthis 

would still be able to fight, like it had been doing since its formation until the 

Iranian involvement.  

 Indeed, the Iranian involvement has played a significant role in making the 

Houthis more powerful. But as much as this is true, it is also true that Iran has 

bandwagoned on the successes of the Houthis. The Houthis, at the same time, are 

using Iran and its support to achieve their own internal interests where they have 

been under military attack for years without any external intervention supporting 

them. However, there is no evidence in the literature that the Houthis take direct 

orders from Iran or that they are pawns of Iran. The Iranian-Houthi relationship is 

mutually beneficial and definitely presents a growing risk for Saudi Arabia and its 

allies. 
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4.3.  Iran’s Foreign Policy Towards Yemen 

  The historical background on Iran’s role in Yemen has clearly shown that 

Yemen has never been an urgent strategic priority for Iran compared to Lebanon, 

Syria, or Iraq. The literature shows Iran’s role and behavior in its neighboring 

countries, but rarely did it have a significant role or a remarkable behavior in Yemen 

until recently. The historical background has also shown the Saudi role in Yemen, 

which is, according to the literature, typical and predictable since Yemen has always 

been an urgent priority of Saudi Arabia. 

  Based on the literature regarding the relations between Iran and Yemen, 

Iran’s interest in Yemen increased after the 1979 Iranian Revolution, where they 

maintained very limited relations before that. It attracted Yemeni Shiites students to 

study in Iranian universities. Basically, it aimed at presenting itself as a 

revolutionary model to them. Iran tried to establish relations with the Zaydis in 

Yemen, promoting its political and cultural activities. Its role had noticeably, but 

marginally, increased from 2004 when the Houthis began their wars against the 

government. Even so, their role was no more than ideological and moral. Yemen 

was still not an urgent priority on Iran’s foreign policy agenda. However, since 2011 

onwards, and especially after 2015, the Iranian intervention had intensified and 

Yemen became within Iran’s radar. Iran strengthened its relations with the Houthis 

and gradually increased its support from ideological to political, military, and 

financial. 
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  Iran’s roles in the regional countries has been somehow viewed as a self-

defense strategy in absence of mutual security between Iran and these countries, 

meaning that Iran operates within a zero-sum game with them (al Qadhi, 2017). This 

is evident by the statement of the Iranian Quds Divison Commander Qassem 

Suleimani on the intervention in Syria, “If the enemy attacks us and wants to take 

Syria or Khuzestan (Southern Iran), our priority is to keep Syria to go back to 

Khuzestan, because if we lose Syria we cannot defend even Tehran” (Alein News 

Gate, 2016). 

  The debate on whether Iran’s foreign policy in the region is driven by 

ideological or strategic objectives, it can be deduced that through its mobilization of 

the Shiite communities and under ‘the revolutionary model’ framework, Iran often 

succeeds in spreading its influence and expansion at the expense of the regional 

countries. Iran’s goals are achieved through a series of strategies driven by its 

foreign policy aspirations. Like Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon, Yemen has become within 

Iran’s sphere. Based on its previous interventions, Iran’s policy shift in Yemen can 

be explained through the following strategy plans.  

  First, Iran tries to make use of the weakness and instability of the target 

state in order to meddle into its affairs. To be able to freely operate within these 

states, Iran seeks to partner with non-state actors, or groups who are ideologically 

close its doctrine and matching with its regional political orientations – meaning 

those who are not satisfied with the regional status quo and balance of power that is 

inclined towards the United States. (Juneau, 2021) In Yemen, Iran has utilized the 

weakness and chaos of the Yemeni state which, indeed paved its way into the 
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country. However, Iran tends to make use of that meaning it is not the sole reason 

of its involvement, knowing that Yemen has always been weak and fragile.  

  Moreover, Iran bandwagoned on the successes of the Houthis to partner 

with them, whom they disagree with on the doctrinal level – due to differences 

between the Twelvers and the Zaydis – but agree from an ideological Shiite 

perspective. Moreover, although the Houthis’ initial goal was to fight corruption 

inside their country, their goals have also shifted towards the region where they 

share the common dissatisfaction with Iran on the regional status quo. (al Qadhi, 

2017) The Houthis have been at war with the Saudis for so long, which is, as well, 

a beneficial point for Iran.  

  Furthermore, Iran’s strategy goes beyond only supporting these non-state 

actors, but also investing in their development to make them potential groups that 

would achieve greater successes in the future. These groups or actors receive long-

term investments and support from Iran – financially, military, and politically – 

where Iran makes sure they become fully capable to take significant roles and power 

in their countries. (al Qadhi, 2017) Iran provides professional military trainings to 

these individuals, supports them politically, send them advanced weapons, and even 

assists them on personal levels. For example, Hezbollah in Lebanon is a result of 

these investments, where they are considered to be a group of well trained and 

professional fighters, as well as the Shiite groups in Iraq, and the Houthis in Yemen.  

  Moreover, Iran encourages these groups to operate within the official 

political and social affairs of the target states where they become official political 

parties who can participate in governmental decisions. But at the same time, Iran 
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makes sure these groups remain as ‘non-state’ actors, meaning they do not operate 

completely under the state because it needs them to be armed and acting for its 

interests and not for the government’s. (al Qadhi, 2017) Also, the example falls on 

Hezbollah and the Houthis as well. 

  Therefore, on that basis Iran formulates its foreign policy agenda in the 

Middle East region to advance its greater geopolitical interests. It seems that Iran 

views this geographical region as an opportunity for it to expand its influence, 

enforce its security, and restrict any potential threat. Iran has changed its foreign 

policy behavior towards Yemen for the same scenario in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon. 

Indeed, these countries remain way more important for Iran, and its influence in 

these countries can be barely compared to that in Yemen, yet, it is obvious how Iran 

has decided to shift its policy towards Yemen as well. Yemen has always been a 

fragile state and known for its civil wars and internal conflicts, and the Houthis have 

emerged way back in the 1990s as a resistance movement against the dictatorship 

of the government, where Iran had several chances to intensify its intervention. 

  Nonetheless, in Yemen, Iran has now chosen to exploit the chaos and 

instability, take advantage of the successes of the Houthis, and strengthen their 

movement in order to achieve its objectives that are linked to enforcing its position 

and influence in the region, and challenge the influence of its adversaries, Saudi 

Arabia, the United States, and Israel. Hence, the change of policy is based on Iran’s 

comprehensive strategy and plan that is inclined towards expansion and hegemony. 
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Chapter Five 

Iran’s Involvement in the Yemen War 

  Considering Iran’s foreign policy shift towards Yemen, there has been 

motives and goals behind the shift. Yemen has become strategically important 

for Iran under a bigger picture of the Iranian foreign policy goals. This chapter 

will analyze the goals of Iran’s involvement in Yemen through the description of 

its role in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon. This chapter also explains the tools of the 

Iranian involvement which include the use of soft and hard power through the 

support of non-state actors, the Houthis in this case. Finally, this chapter will 

discuss the impact of Iran’s intervention on the security of the region and the 

future of the intervention in the war. 

5.1. Goals of the Iranian Involvement in Yemen 

  As previously discussed, Iran views the Middle East region an 

opportunity for it to expand its influence and achieve its geopolitical goals. Iran 

has expanded its influence from Tehran to Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and now it is 

Yemen’s turn. Iran has succeeded in making use of the weakness and instability 

of these countries in order to penetrate into their domestic affairs. In those 

countries, Iran has partnered with non-state actors and groups that match its 

regional political orientations, which are basically against the current status quo 

and balance of power in the region.  
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  In Syria, Iran has played an active role throughout the years of the war 

where it remains fully committed to the war and is willing to invest in billions of 

dollars just to keep the Assad regime as long and as strong as possible. Iran and 

Syria have been close since the Iranian Revolution which is why protecting the 

Assad regime has been one of Iran’s main priorities in the region. Their 

relationship has survived because it had been based on preventing the involvement 

of the United States and Israel in the region and neutralizing their capacities. Ever 

since the war erupted in Syria, neither one tried to become superior over the other, 

but rather, Syria became dependent on Iran and its allies, particularly Hezbollah. 

Iran has advised, assisted, and supported the Syrian military in order to maintain 

its access to the Syrian territories and maintain its pursue of regional interests and 

goals. (Fulton et. al, 2013) 

  In Syria, Iran’s behaviors have been in compliance with its regional 

interests and geopolitical goals which are only served if the Assad regime remains 

in power. The fall of the Assad regime would present a strategic loss for Iran since 

Syria represents a strategic pathway for Iran to Lebanon and the region. Moreover, 

Iran’s continuous and extensive support to the Assad regime has varied from 

financial and military, to political, media, and humanitarian support. It is 

important to note that over the years, the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps 

(IRGC), the Quds Force, and Hezbollah have managed to establish education and 

military training programs to enforce the Syrian army against the rebels. Indeed, 

Iran sought to expand Shiite linkages through Damascus, however, from a 
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neorealist perspective, Iran’s main foreign policy concern in Syria could be 

viewed as pragmatic and related to its geopolitical realities. (Nader, 2015) 

  In Iraq, the Iraqi militias continue to receive financial and military support 

from Iran’s Revolutionary Guards. For the past years, Iran’s policy in Iraq has 

been to prevent a democratic government from emerging based on the interests 

and wills of the United States. It is within Iran’s interests that the Shiites take 

power, notably the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI) which 

is the largest political party in Iraq that receives Iranian support. Also, similar to 

the case in Syria, Iran has always rejected any foreign intervention in the Iraqi 

affairs, particularly the United States and especially after the invasion in 2003. 

Iraq has been Iran’s most important priority on the foreign policy agenda since it 

possesses a sensitive and critical position for Iran; Iraq is on its borders, and any 

threat from the Iraqi territories could hinder the national security of Iran. Since 

2003, Iran has intervened in Iraq’s political affairs, through exploiting the Shiite 

Iraqi population and taking advantage of the shared border, cultural, religious, and 

economic ties. (IISS, 2019) 

  The weakened Iraqi government after the invasion in 2003 has left a 

political vacuum in the country which Iran sought to fill through raising its 

influence. As in Syria, Iran did not start a sectarian war in Iraq but rather exploited 

the Shiite population to gain their support and secure its interests in Iraq which 

has opened its way to Syria and Lebanon. Hence, in Iraq, the goals of the Iranian 

involvement lie in the fear of losing power and in the emergence of an anti-Iranian 

government, and in the spread of the Western influence. By supporting Iranian-
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backed militias across Iraq, Iran has sought to achieve its goals and interests that 

are related to containing the United States’ influence at a low cost, creating a 

security corridor from Iran through Iraq, Syria, towards Lebanon, and protecting 

Iran’s sovereignty from any potential threat from the Iraqi territories. (IISS, 2019) 

  The successes in Iraq and Syria has paved the way for Iran’s deep 

infiltration into the Lebanese political system. Through its creation of Hezbollah 

in the 1980s, Iran has now managed to consolidate power over the Shiite 

community in Lebanon, which has been marked as the strongest regional player 

in the Lebanese politics. Iran’s strong relations with the Assad regime in Syria has 

guaranteed and strengthened the presence of Hezbollah in Lebanon, who initially 

emerged as a resistance movement against the Israeli occupation. Like other 

Iranian-backed groups, Hezbollah has been enjoying extensive, and perhaps, the 

most advanced military trainings and guidance from the Islamic Revolutionary 

Guards. In its involvement in Lebanon through Hezbollah, Iran has challenged the 

Gulf states, particularly Saudi Arabia who has also been penetrating into the 

affairs of the country, and the West, who view the Iranian influence in Lebanon 

as a big threat to the whole region. (Alami, 2017) 

  Similarly, Iran’s involvement in Lebanon is related to its urge to establish 

a pro-Iranian government led by Hezbollah, prevent any threat from the United 

States and Israel, and contain the Saudi role in the country. And although a 

majority of the Lebanese population deny and strictly reject the presence of an 

armed Iranian-backed militia in Lebanon, with Iran’s support, Hezbollah has 

managed to gain popular support from most of the Shiite population, where they 
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developed a highly organized network of health, social, and military units. This 

population has become dependent on Hezbollah to the extent that they cannot live 

without them anymore. Iran continues to expand its influence in Lebanon through 

Hezbollah until today, where it can be seen in the internal dynamic of the political 

system of Lebanon. Iran will continue to penetrate into the system as long as it 

can until it achieves its desired goals. (Alami, 2017) 

 The motives behind Iran’s intervention in Yemen are not far from those 

in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, knowing that the investments in those countries are 

way more than those in Yemen. Yemen is characterized by a strategic location and 

a significant geopolitical weight, it falls on the Strait of Bab al Mandab and Gulf 

of Aden. Bab al Mandab holds a geostrategic and economic interest for Iran and 

all countries of the region due to its geographic importance; a pathway towards 

the Suez Canal and the Mediterranean. Through its intervention in Yemen, Iran 

believes it can establish a ledge on the international corridor of the world’s oil on 

the Gulf of Aden and the Strait of Bab al Mandab. (al Qadhi, 2017) Through its 

alliance with the Houthis, Iran seeks to increase its influence in Yemen which 

would consequently give it leverage in the region. Accordingly, Iran aims to 

integrate the Houthis into the regional axis of resistance as it did with Hezbollah 

in Lebanon, the regime in Syria, and the Shiite militias in Iraq.  

  The intervention of Iran in the Yemeni civil war falls under a series of 

motives and goals which it aims to achieve through exploiting the weakness of the 

central state. These goals include Iran’s urge to expand its sphere of influence by 

creating a security belt for itself around the Middle East region using every 



57 
 

opportunity it gets. Iran also aims to strengthen its position on the regional and 

international level while undermining its regional neighbors. Iran’s intervention 

in Yemen cannot be explained by religious and sectarian credentials alone, but 

rather by an understanding of the pragmatism that seeks to reach certain strategic 

goals in Yemen and across the Middle East region. 

 Within the theoretical framework, it is that Iran has been operating based 

on a set of policies related to its conquest to protect its position in the region and 

a sense of insecurity towards its neighbors. There is no mutual security between 

Iran and its regional neighbors, which, therefore, encourages it to implement 

strategic offensive policies against them. In that sense, Iran believes that 

increasing its influence would minimize the influence of the regional states, 

especially Saudi Arabia. Like in Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria, one of the main 

objectives of Iran’s involvement in Yemen is to establish a pro-Iranian political 

system through the Houthis in order to weaken the central state and make it 

useless, especially to Saudi Arabia, as Yemen is Saudi Arabia’s main priority. 

(Bazoobandi, 2014)  
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 This falls under Iran’s motive to establish a ‘balance of terror’ (al Qadhi, 

2017) in the region through strengthening its interventions in states where it can 

align with military doctrinal groups. And by that balance of terror, Iran would be 

able to create a continuous regional tension, forcing Saudi Arabia and the United 

States to recognize its position in the region. These goals are in accordance of 

Iran’s main goal which is to engulf or encircle the Middle East region with its 

presence, and occupy the region with intensified conflicts in significant areas. (al 

Qadhi, 2017) 

 Moreover, with the declining socio-economic conditions in Iran and the 

international sanctions imposed on it, the Iranian regime suffers from internal 

crises which they tend to cover up through their policies oversees. This dilemma 

has forced Iran to intensify its intervention in the regional countries including 

Yemen, where it aims to gain more influence and present itself as a strong 

competitive hegemon in order to enhance the legitimacy of its regime on the 

internal level, and the international level as well. (al Qadhi, 2017) Also, in that 

sense, Iran enjoys the celebration of the successes of its foreign intervention and 

regional non-state actors as a victory to their country and to the Islamic 

Revolution, particularly in exporting Shiism and Islamic awakening, which further 

enhances the legitimacy of the regime and gains popular public support.  

 These are evident by statements of some Iranian officials; like Alireza 

Zakani, an Iranian parliamentarian, when he said that “Now, the 1979 Islamic 

Revolution has reached Sana’a the Yemeni capital which marks the fourth Arab 

capital to join the Revolution after Beirut, Baghdad, and Damascus (Al Mursed 
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Newspaper, 2014), and the statement of the Advisor to the Iranian Leader of 

Revolution Ali Akbar Velayati when he claimed Iran’s support to the “legitimate 

struggle of Ansarullah in Yemen which is part of the Islamic awakening, and that 

they hope Ansarullah would achieve a similar role to that of Hezbollah in Lebanon 

(Tasnim News Agency, 2014). 

 The desire to gain more hegemony in the region, and perhaps strengthen 

its legitimacy on the internal and international level have motivated Iran to achieve 

its goals. Through its intervention in Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon, the goals of the 

Iranian involvement in Yemen are linked to Iran’s pursuit to enhance its position 

in the region, gain more hegemony, and encircle the region to protect itself, by 

exerting threats on its opponents, particularly Saudi Arabia, Israel, and the United 

States. 

5.2. Tools of the Iranian Intervention in Yemen 

 Unlike Saudi Arabia, Iran has not been directly associated with the 

Yemeni war, at least during the first years of the war. Saudi Arabia has always 

been clear about its tools of intervention in Yemen and elsewhere, which are all 

associated with power, force, sanctions, coercive measures, and excessive 

funding. To achieve its desired goals, Iran relies on a combination of soft power, 

which is related to religious credentials and media, and hard power which includes 

the military and financial dimension. 

 In all of its interventions, Iran often relies on soft power to achieve its 

goals. Iran believes that the use of soft power helps it obtain its desired outcomes 
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by attraction and by the ability to persuade more people by argument at a cheaper 

cost, rather than using coercion. Iran’s most significant tools of soft power in 

Yemen are, the religious dimension – Shiism – and the media. Through promoting 

Shiism and manipulating the media, Iran has nevertheless been able to attract the 

Shiite communities and get them to merge into Iran’s regional plans, such as in 

Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen (Alam, 2015). 

According to the historical background, Iran has aimed at attracting the 

Zaydis in Yemen after the Islamic Revolution by inviting them to visit Iran and 

study in Iranian universities where they promote the slogans and principles of the 

Revolution. The branches of the Shia community differ from a country to another, 

where Twelver Shiism is the largest branch and only in Iran it is the state religion. 

Twelvers believe in the twelve ordained leaders, the Twelve Imams and that the 

last Imam will reappear. Through political Shiism as a tool for influence, Iran aims 

to influence non-Twelvers and teach them its theocratic interpretation of Shia 

Islam. Nonetheless, the theocratic or doctrinal differences have not stopped Iran 

from establishing those alliances.  

In Syria, for example, the Alawites have no historical links or religious 

affinity to the Twelvers in Iran. However, Iran has managed to attract the Alawites 

and has supported them and strengthened their capacities throughout the Syrian 

civil war only to protect the Assad regime; since the fall of the regime would mark 

a strategic loss for Iran in the region. In Yemen, as well, the Zaydis are different 

from the Twelvers in Iran. Yet, Iran has also managed to influence them, where 

most of the Zaydis acknowledged the Twelvers and actually made a 
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transformational shift from Zaydis to Twelvers. Thus, although the Houthis are 

Zaydi Shiites, yet, Iran was successful in attracting them. The leader of the Houthi 

movement, Hussein Houthi, repeatedly cited statements and sayings of the Iranian 

leader Khomeini and Hezbollah General Secretary Hassan Nasrallah in his 

speeches which shows that the movement was deeply influenced by the Islamic 

Revolution and the theocratic leadership of Iran. They also adopted slogans of the 

Revolution like “death to the U.S. and “victory for Islam” as the regime in Yemen 

was according to them Saudi-American oriented. (Alam, 2015) 

 Moreover, Iran provided educational religious programs through the 

teachings of Twelver Shiite clerics and under the supervision of Ali Khamenei the 

Supreme Leader of the Islamic Republic. Iran offered scholarships to Zaydi 

students to study in Iranian universities to study the theology of Shiism and all 

about the Iranian Revolution aiming to significantly influence them, and perhaps, 

brainwash them. Likewise, the Iranian Embassy in Yemen had invested in the 

development of schools and institutes to promote political Shiism and the 

principles of the Revolution as well. (Khalji, 2015) Along with the schools, Iran 

has established human rights organizations that protect the rights of the Shiites in 

Yemen and charitable foundations and organizations also to help the Shiite 

community in Yemen. At the same time, the Iranian Embassy prepared events on 

the Twelver Shiite occasions such as Ashura, which were never done in Yemen 

before, and encouraged the Zaydi community to celebrate these occasions. (Khalji, 

2015) 



63 
 

 Through these attempts, Iran has played a vital role in reducing or 

ignoring the differences between the Twelvers and the Zaydis in order to serve its 

greater goals that are beyond the ideological framework. Iran’s motive behind all 

this is to make these communities qualified enough to work for its interests, as 

well as to join the Houthis and other Zaydi political parties, and to teach them the 

necessary combat skills to help fighting any anti-Iranian groups in Yemen. 

 As for the media, Iran has also invested so much to establish a huge media 

arm that would serve its interests in Yemen. It has funded a significant number of 

channels that would work to broadcast the images and the news that Iran aims to 

show. In addition, Iran managed to recruit significant numbers of professional 

reporters and news anchors, as well as specialized staff in technology and satellite 

broadcasting who were all trained in Lebanon, Iraq, and Iran. Likewise, websites 

and social media accounts were established by the Iranian media empire in 

Yemen. (Rafizadeh, 2016) The most prominent of these include al Mayadeen – 

managed by the Houthis and found in Beirut, Aden Live Channel, Hezbollah al 

Manal Channel, and Ofoq News (Menshawi, 2016). 

 Iran uses media to promote its own stories and propaganda of the war in 

Yemen while seeking to gain popular public support. Under its revolutionary 

fundamentalism as the model of resistance against the oppressor. Through these 

soft power tools, Iran aims to portray the Yemen war as an Islamic awakening, 

and present the Houthis as a resistance movement against injustice. This has, 

indeed, played a role in strengthening the ideological division which kept 
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intensifying the efforts of the Houthis to take control of Yemen and thus meet the 

Iranian goals. 

 Unlike soft power, hard power involved the military and financial 

support. Hard power is often aggressive, coercive, and much more expensive than 

soft power. Iran has used hard power tools through the supply of weapons to the 

Houthis and through the military trainings it provided them. Since the early years 

of the war, Iran had mainly relied on the soft power tools when there were limited 

evidence of any financial support. This support, however, has increased since 

2011 and intensified in 2014 when the Houthis became capable enough to take 

over the capital Sana’a. The supply of weapons to the Houthis, led by Iran and 

supported by Hezbollah, was through maritime smuggling, either directly from 

the ports in Iran to Yemen or indirectly through the Horn of Africa. (al Qadhi, 

2017) 

 Iran has supplied the Houthis with large quantities and varied qualities of 

weapons, explosives, missiles, and other modern devices such as night vision 

devices, guidance systems that would identify targets, remotes, capsules, drones, 

and other highly advanced types of secretive devices (Saul et. al, 2017) Many of 

these shipments were seized either on the Yemeni territorial waters by the United 

States and Australian Navy, or by the Yemeni authorities on the islands near Bab 

al Mandab (Yemen Press, 2017). Moreover, Iran has invested in the establishment 

of a mine system for the Houthis and their allies where they were able to reach 

further targets of the government.  
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 Through this support, the Houthis became capable to even target the Saudi 

territories on the borders of Yemen through missile attacks. Of the most 

remarkable attacks were, when the missiles reached King Khaled International 

Airport in Riyadh in 2017 (BBC News, 2017) and the drone attacks that were 

launched towards Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates (CNN, 2022). Furthermore, 

Iran has worked on the capabilities and skills of the Houthi members through 

providing them with the necessary trainings. Iran, with the help of Hezbollah, 

provided the Houthis with trainings on strategic military planning and on the use 

of the advanced weapons and technologies. (Reuters, 2015)  

5.3. The Impact on the Regional Security 

 The involvement of Iran in the Yemen war has negatively impacted the 

regional security system. Through its intervention, Iran seeks to undermine the 

security of neighboring countries and create instability across the region. This 

involvement has been in a negative relationship with the security system in the 

region. 

 It is no surprise that Iran’s dependence on non-state actors has generated 

tensions and divisions in the region. According to neorealism, Iran competes in a 

zero-sum game, meaning it attempts to undermine the security of the countries in 

the region which will eventually affect the security of the region as a whole in 

order to maintain its national security. Thus, Iran’s interventions in the regional 

countries had impacted the regional security. 
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 Regional security is the level of security that is beyond the national 

security but before the international security. It refers to the security of several 

neighboring countries who share interests, challenges, and risks. It is related to 

protecting the interests, the sovereignty, independence, and political stability of 

these countries. A negative influence or involvement in one of the countries stands 

as a factor in putting the whole security of the region at risk. (Harbi, 2008) 

 Iran’s involvement in Yemen has, directly or indirectly, negatively 

impacted the regional security system. Through its intervention in Yemen, Iran 

seeks to increase its strength and exert its influence at the expense of other 

countries. Through its military alliance with the Houthis and their allies, Iran has 

created a balance of fear from asymmetric wars and violent activities against the 

countries in the region. Yemen possesses a significant strategic location and 

somehow a potential country for Iran to consolidate its influence in. That means, 

in a way or another, Iran’s strategic area of influence is moving beyond the Gulf 

region where Yemen is considered a gateway to the Horn of Africa. A prolonged 

conflict with the Houthis in Yemen would hinder the strategic depth of the Gulf 

states, and it is of Iran’s main interests and goals to change the balance of power 

in the region. In addition to that, having Iran intervening in Yemen, and elsewhere, 

increases the dependence on international powers like the United States, France, 

and Britain which also negatively impacts the balance of power in the region. (al 

Qadhi, 2017) 

 Furthermore, as far as we can say, Iran’s involvement in Yemen has 

indirectly laid out effects on the political structures and social stability of the 



67 
 

countries in the region. The consequences of the Yemeni war have transferred to 

other countries through a domino effect, similar to what happened during the Arab 

Spring uprisings; whether with huge migration flows, social instability, religious 

and sectarian divisions, or even violent activities. For instance, the empowerment 

of the Houthis and their aim to control Yemen and consolidate their power may 

reach countries like Kuwait and Bahrain where the Shiites are relatively large. Of 

course, these actions are highly encouraged by Iran because it is within its interests 

and gains to create instability and chaos in the internal dynamics of these countries 

without having to be directly involved in them. 

 Moreover, another negative impact of the Iranian involvement in Yemen 

is in the security of the sea lanes. Iran’s ambitions to develop a maritime base in 

Yemen and the excessive missile attacks taking place on the coats could end up 

into a comprehensive war in the region putting the Gulf of Aden and the Bab al 

Mandab Strait in danger. In addition, the intervention of Iran in Yemen and its 

support to the Houthis and their empowerment have contributed to the growing 

threat of extremist groups and organizations to emerge in other countries and 

present themselves as advocates of Islam. (al Qadhi, 2017) 

 All in all, Iran’s role in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and now Yemen has created 

serious effects on the regional security system. Within this context, we can say 

that the continued support to the Houthis and their allies will further lead to more 

chaos in Yemen which will automatically affect the region as a whole and hinder 

the political and social stability of the neighboring countries and change the 

regional balance of power system as well. 
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5.4. Future of the Iranian Intervention in Yemen 

 So far, the United Nations Security Council Resolution 2216, that demands 

the withdrawal of the Houthis from the occupied territories, has not been fulfilled. 

Talks between Saudi Arabia and the Houthis have not yet showed any positive 

sign for a political settlement. The Houthis have so far resisted the re-opening of 

the occupied roads or the withdrawal of its military troops from the occupied areas. 

(Motamedi, 2022). 

 For Iran, it hopes the Yemeni war moves towards a political settlement 

because it has caused enough humanitarian losses, claims Khamenei (Motamedi, 

2022). However, Iran has not yet agreed on the newly presidential council that is 

currently considered the legitimate government of Yemen. Diako Hosseini, a 

foreign policy analyst based in Tehran, claims that Iran does not believe in the will 

of the opposition, which includes the new presidential council and Saudi Arabia, 

to reach a peace settlement (Motamedi, 2022). 

 However, it is simple; Iran would be willing to support a peace process but 

only that which will end up enhancing the Houthi power and influence in the 

country. On the contrary, Saudi Arabia and its allies would aim for a process that 

would withdraw the Houthis and demilitarize them. In this case, Iran would not 

be willing to proceed with the settlement and would prevent such process from 

happening, which it is fully capable of achieving as proven in other countries in 

the region. Iran would want the Houthis to remain armed non-state actors with 

political participation in the government, just like it has been doing with Hezbollah 
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in Lebanon and the Shiite militias in Iraq. Thomas Juneau believes that although 

Iran might be actually willing to find a political solution to the war, but the fact 

that the solutions are totally different from Saudi Arabia’s makes the process 

extremely difficult (Juneau, 2016). Hosseini believes that Iran and Saudi Arabia 

must first resolve their bilateral issues and only then they could at least begin with 

successful talks on Yemen (Motamedi, 2022). 

 The war in Yemen will continue as long as the Iranian role remains 

unchanged over the short term. This means it continues its political and financial 

support to the Houthis and their Saleh allies, since there will be no political 

settlement on the short term, at least. So far, neither side looks able to solve the 

conflict or achieve greater military successes. In this context, two scenarios are 

possible. The first scenario is related to how Iran perceives itself in Yemen. Iran’s 

successful activities in expanding its influence in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, have 

motivated it to continue its activities in Yemen in the hope of more hegemony and 

influence as in the other countries. This is also linked to Iran reestablishing strong 

relations in Southern Yemen, which gives it even more leverage to form a pro-

Iranian government. Iran has adopted a pragmatic strategy in Yemen, in 

maintaining its ideological alliances and at the same time attracting some other 

factions. (Ramani, 2019) 

 Nonetheless, this scenario could be contradicted by the other, which is an 

actual settlement or compromise in Yemen. This is related to how much Iran 

remains capable in maintaining its role in Yemen, considering the challenges and 

limitations facing Iran. The economic conditions that Iran is going through might 
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lead to its inability to upsurge its support to the Houthis and their allies in Yemen. 

Iran invests so much in Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq which might have also challenged 

its ability to maintain the same intensity in Yemen.  

 Also, Iran is pressured so much from the region and the world as well, 

whereby the new United States administration is enforcing further policies and 

sanctions on Iran’s behaviors and activities in the region. This is also related to 

the possible success of the talks occurring recently between the Yemeni 

government and the Houthis to reach a definitive solution to end the war. (al 

Qadhi, 2017) The Houthis, were originally a local movement, and their main issue, 

was with the government itself. If the new government succeeds in convincing the 

Houthis to establish a positive and constructive relationship with the state and find 

a middle ground between their interests and the government’s, the Houthis might 

renounce their relations with Iran. Only then, would the current war reach a 

settlement and the Iranian involvement would hold off. (Ramani, 2019) 

 So far, Iran’s role in Yemen has not dramatically changed. There are yet 

several restrictions and obstacles for it to become completely dominant in Yemen. 

What has happened till now is that Iran succeeded in temporarily changing the 

balance of power internally for the Houthis’ benefit. Iran will not settle for any 

process that would require the Houthis to withdraw from the territories, and the 

government, backed by Saudi Arabia and its allies will not settle for an agreement 

with the Houthis remaining as an armed political group. Therefore, Yemen will 

remain conflicted as long both sides remain unwilling to process a peaceful 

agreement. Yemen will, perhaps, become another Lebanon or Iraq, where there is 
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indirect, but absolute intervention from Iran, and the opposing external players 

whereby they force the political decisions which fit best into their interests. The 

country will continue to face internal divisions and conflicts, as it has always been 

facing. 
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

This chapter concludes the study by summarizing the key findings in in 

relation to the objectives of the research and the research questions. The 

objective of this research study is to look at and analyze how and why Iran’s 

foreign policy in Yemen has changed over time and what has made Yemen a 

priority to Iran now. This thesis has attempted to answer these questions and 

reveal the motives and goals of the Iranian involvement in the war and the effects 

this war has resulted on the regional security. 

6.1. Research Summary 

As a start, the Middle East region has been an area of great significance 

and importance in history. But, as much as it is important, this region remains 

to be an area of most contested conflicts, failed political systems, and other 

economic and political instability. Most of the countries in the region were 

established on an imposed colonial scheme and forced assimilations which 

created structural deficiencies within the region. Among the factors and forces 

that have greatly affected the security in the region would be the ongoing 

struggle between Saudi Arabia and Iran where they have played exceptional 

roles in destabilizing the security and stability of the region. These two powers 

have been involved in a continuous battle over hegemony and who leads the 

Islamic world.  
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The seven-year war in Yemen is considered to be the worst 

humanitarian crisis in the world, according to United Nations reports. Also, 

Yemen has been the poorest country in the region and will rank the poorest in 

the world if fighting continues, according to UNDP reports. As for Yemen, it 

has always been marked with a fragile political and economic situation, but 

with a very strategic geographic location at the same time. What has been 

happening in Yemen for the past seven years is only an eruption of what has 

been in the country for decades. Briefly, the history of Yemen is known for its 

continuous and prolonged conflicts and civil wars. During the age of 

colonialization, Yemen got divided into Northern and Southern states, and 

ever since, growing tensions on the borders kept occurring, where Saudi 

Arabia remained a dominant key player and a major support to the government 

in all these years. Even after the unification of Yemen, tensions did not 

decrease. Internal civil wars kept occurring between those who were in support 

of the government and the opposition groups. One of the most prominent 

opposing groups was the Houthi movement who came along in the 1990s 

against President Saleh. The movement emerged in the Northern area and 

constitutes of Shiite Zaydis who were marginalized compared to the Sunnis.  

Since the birth of the movement until the Arab Spring, the Houthis 

fought against the government. As in other countries in the region, the Arab 

Spring reached Yemen and affected it drastically. The chaos in the country set 

the stage for foreign interference, like what has been happening in Iraq, Syria, 

and Lebanon for years. The two most prominent external players in the latest 
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Yemeni war are Saudi Arabia and Iran. Clearly, by just looking at the map, the 

involvement of Saudi Arabia is explicit and predictable; at the end of the day, 

it would not want a spillover on its borders and not the formation of an anti-

Saudi regime in Yemen. However, the timing of the Iranian involvement 

remains to be understood. Iran has become a pivotal actor in the war as well, 

where it is indirectly involved through its assistance to the Houthis. Thus, the 

aim of this study is to analyze Iran’s involvement in the Yemen war. 

In order to answer the questions of this research, this study used a 

qualitative research method while relying on a case study approach which is 

the war in Yemen. This study claims that Iran has decided to intensify its 

intervention in Yemen now because it has decided to change its foreign policy 

towards Yemen. Yemen has always been internally divided which means that 

Iran could have taken the opportunity to intervene earlier than the latest war. 

Then, Yemen has become strategically important for Iran falling under a 

bigger picture of its foreign policy goals. Based on this assumption, this study 

claims that the goals of the Iranian involvement in Yemen are linked to the 

quest of strengthening its positive and influence in the region, creating a 

security belt that would protect it from any external threat, and exerting 

pressure on its opponents, particularly Saudi Arabia and the United States.  

According to the literature, Iran has not been directly involved in 

Yemen, unlike its active roles in Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. Nor was Yemen 

even a priority for Iran. On the Iranian-Yemeni relations, scholars like al Qadhi 

(2017), Almahlafi and Root (2020), and Juneau (2016) have reviewed that Iran 
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has had little traction in Yemen for as long as history states. Yemen has never 

been in par with Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq for Iran. The literature reviews that 

the Houthis had a relatively limited relationship with Iran, knowing that the 

grievances of the Houthis are very much local. These scholars have argued 

that Iran does not blindly support any Shiite group, but the successes of the 

Houthis have given it the opportunity to engage in a low-cost high benefit war 

against its foes.  

Furthermore, scholars have discussed Iran’s dependence on irregular 

fighting as a means to expand its influence, operating indirectly through the 

support of non-state actors. In the case of Yemen, Iran has supported the 

Houthis and considered them an opportunity for them to intensify its 

involvement. The Houthis are originally and primarily local. They were 

established in the 1990s as a reaction to the dictatorship of Saleh’s government 

and in defense of the marginalized Shiite Zaydis in North Yemen. Scholars 

have also argued that it has not been proven that the Houthis are Iran’s pawns 

or like Hezbollah. Indeed, they officially began to receive assistance from Iran 

since 2011, yet, it does not mean they are fully independent on Iran. The 

literature has also discussed that the Iranian involvement in Yemen has been 

very minimal compared to that of Saudi Arabia. Most scholars have agreed 

that Iran’s intervention in Yemen is part of its regional policy and plans for 

hegemony in the region. 

The study adopted the neorealist framework to analyze Iran’s foreign 

policy in Yemen. Under the concepts and principles of neorealism, we can say 
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that Iran has been operating in an offensive manner in Yemen through 

offensive policies which aim to shift the balance of power in its favor and 

destabilize the regional security system. Iran’s foreign policy in Yemen is 

based on a set of policies and aspirations related to its greater geopolitical 

goals, attained through the use of religious ideological fundamentalism. Based 

on security dilemma, we can deduce that Iran’s foreign policy agenda in 

achieving its goals has been driven by the urge to protect its sovereignty from 

any external threat in the absence of mutual security in the anarchic 

international system. Iran’s foreign policy also depends on finding an unstable 

area as a suitable environment to involve itself and is non-state actors to 

achieve their goals. 

6.2. Findings Summary 

 The historical background on Iran’s role in Yemen has clearly shown 

that Yemen has never been an urgent priority for Iran compared to its roles in 

Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon. Since 2011 onwards, and especially after 2015, the 

Iranian involvement has intensified and Yemen became one of Iran’s 

priorities. Iran gradually increased its support to the Houthis from ideological, 

to political, financial, and military. The Iranian involvement has been viewed 

as a self-defense strategy in absence of mutual security in the region. That 

means, Iran operates in a zero-sum game in the region. Iran seeks to establish 

strong relations and alliances with non-state actors under the revolutionary 

model framework.  
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 Like Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, Yemen has become within Iran’s 

sphere. Iran has made use of the instability and weakness of the Yemeni state, 

but it is not the sole reason of its involvement, considering that Yemen has 

always been weak and unstable. Also, Iran has bandwagoned on the successes 

of the Houthis who also took advantage of Iran’s assistance to strengthen their 

role in Yemen. It seems that Iran views this region as an opportunity for it to 

expand its influence through intervening in its countries. 

 To answer the questions of the study, the findings of this study reveal 

that Iran has now decided to intensify its intervention in Yemen because it 

changed its foreign policy towards Yemen. Yemen has now become a strategic 

priority for Iran, but, a limited one compared to Syria, Lebanon, and Iraq. Iran 

has now chosen to exploit the chaos in Yemen in order to achieve its goals. 

The political vacuum and chaos, resulted from the deep grievances of the 

Yemeni population and the failure of the government to build a cohesive state, 

have given Iran the space to turn its priorities into Yemen. The intervention 

cannot be explained by religious and sectarian credentials alone, but rather by 

an understanding of the pragmatism that seeks to reach certain strategic goals 

in the region. 

 Moreover, this thesis reveals that the goals of the Iranian intervention 

in Yemen include Iran’s urge to expand its sphere of influence by creating a 

security belt for itself, from Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, till Yemen. This goal comes 

in accordance with Iran’s main goal which is to engulf or encircle the region 

with its presence to exert pressure on Saudi Arabia and the Gulf states. Iran 
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believes that increasing its influence means minimizing the influence of the 

regional states, particularly Saudi Arabia. Iran aims to establish a pro-Iranian 

political system in Yemen through the Houthis that would serve its interests 

against Saudi Arabia’s. Furthermore, Iran suffers from internal socio-

economic conditions which forces it to intensify its intervention oversees to 

present itself as a strong competitive hegemon in the region, aiming to enhance 

the legitimacy of its regime. Therefore, through its involvement in Yemen, 

Iran seeks to enhance its position in the region, gain more hegemony, and 

encircle the region to protect itself, especially by exerting threats and pressures 

on its opponents. 

 To achieve its goals, Iran relies on soft power tools that include 

promoting political Shiism and exploiting the media. Through these attempts, 

Iran has succeeded in attracting the Houthis and other Shiite factions in Yemen 

and outside. It has made its role look like a resistance revolutionary role 

against the oppressors. As for the hard power, Iran has supplied the Houthis 

with large quantities and varied qualities of weapons and modern military 

devices. The Houthis became stronger that they are capable to even target 

territories overseas. This has naturally negatively impacted the regional 

security system. Iran has created a balance of fear instead of a balance of 

power in the region, which is, of course, within its interests. The consequences 

of the Yemeni war have transferred to other countries where the political 

structures and social stability became at risk. The continued conflict in Yemen 

will lead to further chaos which will consequently affect the region as a whole. 
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 As for the near future, Yemen remains in the abyss, given that the fate 

of the country remains at stake without potential talks between the warring 

parties for a political settlement. Iran would not settle for what the Saudi’s 

perceive as solutions to the war, and consequently, tensions in the country will 

continue to leave devastating effects. So far, the talks between Saudi Arabia 

and the Houthi officials have not yet reached a settlement. Both sides have 

conflicting interests in Yemen and are, until now, unable to reach a 

compromise which will keep the fate of Yemen on hold. There are no enough 

evidence or data to be able to discuss the future of the war and Iran’s 

involvement. Iran’s future involvement in Yemen depends on its will and 

capabilities to continue investing in the war, but so far, we can see that Iran 

wants to keep a foothold in the country, as in Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq. Thus, 

this thesis leaves the future of the Iranian involvement in the Yemeni war with 

an open end for future researches and discussions, until a potential settlement 

is reached that serves the interests of all sides. 
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