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Article type: The cultural relati_ons between Iran anc_j _Saudi Arabia durir)g_ the reign of Mc_)hammad
Research Article Reza Shah F_’ahIaV| were shapgd by poll_tlcal, social, and religious trgnsformatl_ons. Due
to the conflict between Islamism (as viewed by Iran) and Wahhabism (as viewed by
Saudi Arabia), along with differing perspectives and cultural policies of the two
countries, their cultural relations were often accompanied by tensions. The aim of this
Articl history: research is to elucidate the cultural relations between the two countries, considering the
impact of Iran’s political, economic, and social developments. The research
methodology employed is historical, descriptive-analytical, and relies on documentary
2025-11-24 evidence.
The findings of this study indicate that religious differences between the people of the
two countries, improper behavior of Saudi officials towards Iranian pilgrims, and
Accepted: regional rivalries were among the reasons for competition and animosity in the early
years of Mohammad Reza Shah’s rule. Iran’s modernization efforts, contrasted with
2026-01-30 Saudi Arabia’s emphasis on preserving traditions and Islamic principles, created a
complex cultural and social atmosphere between the two nations.
] ) However, from the 1970s onwards (1350s SH), due to regional policies and particularly
Published online: the “policy of friendship” (likely referring to alignment with US foreign policy),
cultural and educational cooperation between the two countries increased. These
collaborations included the dispatch of Saudi students to Iran, the signing of cultural
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Keywords: agreements, and Iran’s assistance in establishing a medical faculty in Saudi Arabia.
Iran, During this period, Islamic solidarity between the two countries also strengthened.

Saudi Arabia Consequently, the expansion of political and economic relations led to broader cultural
Second Pahlalvi, interactions. The enrollment of Saudi students in Iranian universities, Iran’s cooperation

in founding a medical college in Riyadh, and the praise of Iranian scholars like
Avicenna and Al-Biruni in Saudi publications, all received widespread attention. Visits
to Iranian cities and commendations of Iranian culture and civilization in Arabic
periodicals, the signing of cultural treaties, and even participation in the restoration of
holy sites and historical buildings were other examples of cultural exchanges between
the two countries during this era.
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Introduction

Cultural relations between Iran and Saudi Arabia were shaped by political, social and religious
developments. Due to the confrontation between Islamism and Wahhabism, the differences in the cultural
views and policies of the two countries, the cultural relations between the two sides were accompanied by
tensions. The results and findings of this study show that the religious differences between the people of
these two countries, the improper behavior of Saudi officials towards Iranian pilgrims and the regional
rivalries between these two countries were among the reasons for the rivalry and hostility between the
two countries in the early days of Mohammad Reza Shah's rule. Modernization efforts in Iran and Saudi
Arabia's emphasis on preserving Islamic traditions and principles caused a complex cultural and social
atmosphere between the two countries. Cultural relations between the two countries were always
influenced by political, economic and social developments, and by 1977, due to the friendly policy of the
United States, cultural and educational cooperation, sending students to Iran, cultural agreements,
establishing a medical school with the help of Iran and Islamic ties were established between the two
countries. The expansion of political and economic relations led to cultural interactions between the two
countries, and the sending of students to study in Iran, Iran's cooperation in establishing a medical school
in Riyadh, and the praise of Iranian scientists such as Abu Ali Sina and Abu Raihan Biruni were widely
reflected in the Saudi press. Traveling to Iranian cities, praising and glorifying Iranian culture and
civilization in Arabic publications, concluding a cultural agreement between the two countries, sending
students to Iran, and repairing holy sites and buildings... were also other cultural interactions between the
two countries.

Conclusion

This article uses the model or theoretical framework of regional integration that emerged between Iran
and Saudi Arabia after World War 1l. In order to prevent regional conflicts and communism, the United
States, based on the Nixon plan, tried to increase the regional integration of the two countries. Iran-Saudi
Arabia relations during the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah could not be properly analyzed without
considering the role of external actors and internal factors. The United States played a role as a regional
actor and Mohammad Reza Shah as an internal factor in Iran-Saudi relations. During this period, there
were border and religious differences, but the two countries avoided direct conflict mainly due to their
focus on domestic issues. The issue of Hajj was the biggest point of contact between the citizens of the
two countries, which often became an arena for political tensions. During periods of peak tension, Saudi
Arabia exerted political pressure by limiting the number of Iranian pilgrims or imposing strict regulations
on their organization, while Iran avoided political, cultural, and economic relations with Saudi Arabia.
Saudi Arabia had built its identity exclusively on Salafi Wahhabi Islam and the tribal heritage of the
House of Saud. The Saudis viewed Iran not only as a geopolitical rival but also as a Shiite power that had
strayed from the pure principles of Islam. The common security threat came from the spread of radical
nationalism and anti-monarchist thinking in the region, mainly from Nasserist Egypt and Baathist Iraq.

In 1911-1915, with the withdrawal of Britain from the Persian Gulf and the increase in financial
power of both countries, a competition to fill the power vacuum began. The threat of Nasserism and then
the Soviet Union led them to a kind of informal alliance that culminated in oil and security cooperation.
Despite the ongoing regional competition for the title of gendarme of the Persian Gulf, it was mainly
defined on the axis of strategic cooperation. This cooperation was not due to complete alignment, but
rather to the existence of two factors. Common economic interests in maintaining the stability of oil
prices and production were possible, especially within the framework of the OPEC organization. The
volume of non-oil trade between the two countries was very small and consisted mostly of consumer
goods. However, Iran was unable to establish its position as an important industrial partner for Saudi
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Arabia, although many goods such as carpets, rugs, etc. were exported from Iran to Saudi Arabia. Cultural
relations were overshadowed by political and economic relations. Thousands of Iranians migrated to the
Persian Gulf countries, not at the encouragement of the Iranian government, nor as agents and tools of
foreign policy, but simply for business. The Iranian government's patronage of Iranians and its concern
for the situation of even Arabs of Iranian descent required close solidarity and cooperation between Iran
and the Gulf states. Finally, belief in Islam and adherence to American foreign policy, both of which
helped to adopt a necessary and anti-communist policy, encouraged the Gulf states to cooperate.
Alongside the factors of solidarity existing between Iran and the Gulf Arab states, there were also
conflicting and divisive elements, the most important of which was the historical and religious difference
between Shia and Sunni. Furthermore, no region in the world has had as many border and territorial
disputes as the Persian Gulf region. Iran was trying to maintain its influence by supporting Shia holy sites
and supporting Shia pilgrims in Saudi Arabia. Saudi Arabia was also trying to expand its influence by
financing Sunni mosques and institutions in the Muslim world, especially in Southeast Asia and Africa, in
order to prevent Iran from claiming leadership.
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