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The geopolitical position of Afghanistan and the presence of international forces from
2001 to 2021 have turned the country into a key focal point in regional politics. This study
aims to identify the geopolitical factors influencing the foreign policy of Iran and Saudi
Arabia toward Afghanistan, using the constructivist realism theory and thematic analysis
method. The main research question is: What are the core components at the heart of the
geopolitical approach of Iran and Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy toward Afghanistan? The
statistical population includes eight selected scholarly articles based on three criteria: time
frame, thematic relevance, and research quality. The findings indicate that Iran’s foreign
policy has been shaped by four main themes: border security, the significance of the
Persian language and Shiite rights, the presence of foreign forces especially the U.S. and
NATO and regional rivalry with Saudi Arabia over leadership of the Islamic world. In
contrast, Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy has been based on four factors: Afghanistan’s
geopolitical position, religious and ideological influence, regional competition with Iran,
and economic policy. The results suggest that the foreign policies of both countries toward

Afghanistan pursue a combination of strategic, identity-based, and security interests.

Cite this article: Altafe, SB.; Mesbah, AB.; & Hafid, G. (2025). Geopolitical Factors Influencing the Foreign Policy of Iran
and Saudi Arabia Toward Afghanistan (2001-2021). New Geopolitics Research, 2 (2), 59-75.

© The Author(s).

Publisher: Lorestan University.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22034/nrpg.2.2.4



https://doi.org/10.22034/nrpg.2.2.4
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-3866-9467

New Geopolitics Research, Volume 2, Issue 2, Autumn & Winter 2025 60

Introduction

Afghanistan has long been a focal point for both regional and extra-regional powers. Its
geopolitical location bordering Iran, Pakistan, Central Asia, and China—has made it a strategic
and contested zone in West Asia. Developments over the past two decades, from the fall of the
first Taliban regime in 2001 to its return in 2021, have intensified regional rivalries and
redefined the foreign policies of key actors toward Afghanistan. The Islamic Republic of Iran
and Saudi Arabia, the two regional powers vying for leadership in the Islamic world, have
adopted conflicting, competitive, and at times confrontational approaches. Iran, as a direct
neighbor, faces challenges such as mass migration, drug trafficking, security threats, and the
presence of Shiite minorities in Afghanistan. In contrast, Saudi Arabia has sought to expand its
ideological influence through religious, financial, and media tools, aiming to counter Iran’s
presence and enhance its regional standing. The geopolitical rivalry between these two
countries is further complicated by the conflicting interests of global powers (the U.S., Russia,
and China), India—Pakistan tensions, and Afghanistan’s internal ethnic, religious, and structural
divisions. While previous studies have separately examined Iran and Saudi Arabia’s foreign
policies, no thematic analysis has yet focused on the geopolitical factors shaping their
approaches between 2001 and 2022. This research addresses that gap through a comparative
geopolitical lens, aiming to identify the core components of each country’s strategy. Its
significance lies in offering a comprehensive view of strategic interactions, regional
competition, security concerns, and the role of cultural identity in shaping the foreign policy of
two major Islamic powers.

Methodology

The most critical aspect of any scientific research that reflects its originality and credibility is
its methodology. One of the effective research approaches is qualitative research based on
thematic analysis. Thematic analysis is a method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
patterns within qualitative data. It provides a structured process for interpreting textual data and
transforms scattered and diverse information into rich and detailed insights. The qualitative data
of this study consists of eight peer-reviewed scholarly articles related to the foreign policy of
the Islamic Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia toward Afghanistan, all published in reputable
academic journals. This research was conducted using thematic analysis based on three specific
criteria: the quality of the research, thematic relevance, and the time frame of the studies.

Theoretical Framework: Constructivist Realism

Within the framework of constructivist realism, it is assumed that states operate in an anarchic
and competitive environment, but their behavior cannot be explained solely by the logic of
power. Rather, social perceptions, international norms, and cultural interactions also play a role
in shaping their interests and behavior. This framework integrates the material structures of
power (realism) with the semantic and social structures (constructivism). Instead of opposition,
it utilizes the synergy of these two theories to analyze the complexities of global politics. It
enables a more dynamic analysis of phenomena such as changes in state identity, the formation
of alliances, and the transformation of national interests.

Analysis of Research Findings

Based on the findings of this study, the geopolitical factors influencing the foreign policy of the
Islamic Republic of Iran and Saudi Arabia toward Afghanistan were examined, coded, and
identified. As the thematic analysis of the data revealed, four major factors namely border
security, the importance of the Persian language and the fundamental rights of Shiites, the
presence of foreign forces especially Americans and NATO, and regional competition with



Geopolitical Factors Influencing the Foreign Policy of Iran 61

Saudi Arabia over the centrality of the Islamic world were identified as influential geopolitical
factors in Iran’s foreign policy toward Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021. Furthermore, data
analysis showed four main themes namely Afghanistan’s geopolitical position, religious and
ideological influence, regional competition with Iran, and economic policy as among the
influential geopolitical factors in Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy toward Afghanistan during the
years 2001 to 2021.

Conclusion

Iran’s foreign policy toward Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021 has been shaped by geopolitical,
linguistic, religious, and regional competition as well as the presence of foreign forces.
Concerns such as border security, illegal migration, drug trafficking, and terrorist threats, along
with cultural and linguistic ties especially the role of the Persian language have provided a
platform for Iran’s soft power influence. Support for the rights of Afghan Shiites has been a
consistent axis of Iran’s policy. The presence of the U.S. and NATO in Afghanistan has been
perceived by Iran as a threat to regional security, prompting critical stances toward Western
military policies. In contrast, Saudi Arabia’s foreign policy toward Afghanistan is based on
geopolitical positioning, religious ideological influence, economic policies, and regional
competition. The ideological rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia over leadership of the
Islamic world has turned Afghanistan into a field of confrontation and influence. This study
considers Afghanistan not merely a Muslim country, but a geopolitical, ideological, and
civilizational arena in the foreign policies of both nations. Identity-related themes reflect
constructivist theory, while security-related factors reflect realist theory in international
relations. Consequently, the foreign policies of both countries pursue a combination of strategic,
identity-based, and security interests, primarily shaped by Afghanistan’s internal environment
rather than its own domestic factors.
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