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ABSTRACT
Religious and political challenges with Saudi Arabia in the last decade, followed

by the burning of the Saudi embassy in Tehran, invited the sport of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, especially national an club’s football, to a new problem. The
purpose of this study was to analyze the anti-diplomacy of Iranian football as a
geopolitical challenge against Saudi Arabia. The present study was a qualitative
(descriptive-analytical) type of library studies in terms of applied purpose and
in terms of data collection; The statistical population was equal to 54 works of
international sports relations and in particular sports diplomacy in the Middle
East region and the statistical sample was equal to the contents about Iranian
football anti-diplomacy, soft power of Iran and Saudi Arabia. The findings of
the present study showed that the national teams of Saudi Arabia and Iran, as
the main players in the Arab world and the Middle East, respectively, have
played a significant role in the development of football in this region and many
Asian football achievements, including being on the championship platform in
the Asian Champions League. And attending the FIFA World Cup has been the
result of the two countries' attention to football as their most popular sport;
Finally, football in the confrontation between Iran and Saudi Arabia in the
Middle East can be a tool for convergence and as one of the basic geopolitical
codes of the two countries, which with its soft nature can open a diplomatic path
in re-examining the relations between the two countries.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Throughout history, the relationship between Iran and
Saudi Arabia has undergone various changes. The
Islamic Revolution of Iran, along with the loss of US
influence in the Middle East, led to increasing
tensions between the two countries. The issue of
divergence in the Middle East, especially after the
Arab Spring developments, has accelerated. Although
the conflict is shaped by various geopolitical
variables such as history, culture, ideological
competition, and conflicting political structures, the
region needs convergence between the two countries
more than ever. Saudi Arabia and Iran have been
crucial political units in the Middle East with
geographical and human commonalities, including
various geopolitical codes, including sport. However,
these commonalities have led to confrontation
between the two countries in different areas. In the
last decade, sports, especially football, has played a
significant role in the divergence of these two
powerful countries in the region. While sports are
typically diplomatic and comfort-seeking in nature,
they have also been a source of moral, social, and
political challenges. Examples of anti-diplomacy in
football matches, such as those related to the Falkland
Islands conflict, the football war between El Salvador
and Honduras, and tensions between neighboring
countries like Armenia and Azerbaijan, highlight the
potential for sports to be used as an anti-diplomatic
tool. This has played a more prominent role in the
Middle East due to ethnicity and the prejudices of
various social groups. Iran has been a major sports
power in the Middle East, achieving significant
success in various international competitions. On the
other hand, Saudi Arabia, with its military and
defense powers, has also utilized sports, particularly
football, as a tool for various purposes. The religious
and political challenges between Iran and Saudi
Arabia have led to new problems for Iranian football,
especially at the international level. The
confrontations between the two countries in football
have led to unpleasant consequences, with political
undertones affecting the games. The tensions between
Iran and Saudi Arabia have created serious challenges
for Iranian football at the national and club levels,
including hosting matches in a third country, a
decrease in revenue from broadcasting rights and
field advertising, and portraying Iran as an insecure
country in international sports institutions. The
purpose of this study is to analyze Iran's football as a
geopolitical challenge against Saudi Arabia.

Methods

The current study aimed to conduct a qualitative
(descriptive-analytical) analysis based on library
research. The statistical population consisted of 54
research works and reports on international sports

relations, specifically focusing on sports diplomacy in
the Middle East region. The statistical sample
included content related to Iran's football anti-
diplomacy and the soft power of both Iran and Saudi
Arabia in the realm of sports.

Results

The findings of this study revealed the significant
roles played by the national football teams of Saudi
Arabia and Iran in the development of football in the
Arab world and the Middle East, respectively. Both
countries have achieved numerous football milestones
in Asia, including winning the AFC Champions
League and participating in the FIFA World Cup,
demonstrating their dedication to football as the most
popular sport in their respective nations. At the
national level, the study highlighted the similarities in
football prowess between the two countries over the
nearly five decades of their rivalry, with Iran holding
only a slight edge in victories over its traditional rival.
Additionally, both nations have had similar numbers
of appearances in various rounds of the World Cup,
further underlining their closely matched football
capabilities. In the realm of club football, prominent
Saudi and Iranian clubs such as Al-Hilal, Al-Ittihad,
Al-Ahly, Persepolis, Esteghlal, and Sepahan have
achieved notable successes in recent years. The study
also indicated that Saudi clubs have outperformed
their Iranian counterparts in recent years, with Al-
Hilal, a prominent Riyadh-based club, securing the top
rank in Asia among all teams from the East and West.
Furthermore, Al-Hilal's participation in two Asian
Champions League finals since 2017, culminating in
their championship victory in 2019, underscores the
strong performance of Saudi representatives in the
club football arena. Overall, the study emphasized the
striking similarities and close competition between
Iranian and Saudi football, both at the national and
club levels.

Conclusion

Given the peacemaking potential of sports,
particularly football as the world's most popular sport,
it can serve as a tool for fostering convergence in the
Middle East, particularly in the context of the
longstanding rivalry between Iran and Saudi Arabia.
With its inherently non-confrontational nature,
football has the potential to pave the way for
diplomatic dialogue and a re-evaluation of relations
between the two countries. Iran can pursue a football
diplomacy approach to cease anti-diplomacy and
foster closer ties with Saudi Arabia through the
following strategies:

e Leveraging the influence of well-known Iranian
football ambassadors and extending mutual
invitations for Saudi football stars to visit Iran,
thereby establishing friendly relations between
the two major Muslim countries in the region.
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e Capitalizing on diplomatic football opportunities,
such as the Asian Champions League, to promote
interactions and cooperation between Iranian and
Saudi football entities.

e Recognizing the cultural commonalities shared
by both countries and leveraging existing
infrastructure to forge football agreements
between prominent Iranian clubs and major Saudi
clubs.

e Acknowledging the reforms taking place in Saudi
Arabia, particularly in relation to women's rights,
Iran has an opportunity to develop non-football
relations concerning women's sports. This could
involve creating opportunities for interactions
between Iranian women's football and futsal
teams, thereby fostering greater engagement and
collaboration between the two nations in the
realm of women's sports.

KEYWORDS
Anti-Diplomacy, Football, Iran, Saudi Arabia,
Security.
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