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Abstract

This article examines the challenges posed by Turkey and Saudi Arabia to Iran-Iraq solidarity
after 2003 and explores the identity, security, and economic dimensions of this relationship in
the context of regional competition. Iran has exercised significant political and security
influence in Irag by drawing on its religious, cultural, and historical ties, as well as by
supporting Shiite and Kurdish groups, while also engaging with independent Sunni actors,
and by generally emphasizing the importance of a stable Irag. In contrast, Turkey, by focusing
on the Turkmens, segments of the Sunni population, and cooperating with certain political
actors in the Kurdistan Region, has pursued a policy aimed at containing Iran's influence.
Saudi Arabia, by relying on religious commonalities with segments of the Sunni community,
has sought to challenge Iraqg's national unity, reduce Shiite influence, and re-establish an Arab
position for itself, generally through policies based on division, financial incentives for
individuals and groups, and reliance on Western political influence. The central question of
this study is how Turkey and Saudi Arabia have challenged Iran’s policy toward Iraq, which
is based on Iran-Iraq solidarity. The challenges posed by these two countries have many
dimensions, but this article examines selected aspects of them. It hypothesizes that these two
countries have contributed to preventing the formation of a strong government and a stable
Iraq by exacerbating ethnic-sectarian divisions in Iraq with the support of the United States.
Drawing on Barry Buzan’s theory of regional security complexes, the article argues that these
interventions have disrupted stability in Iraq, affected Iran-lraq relations, and contributed
significantly to regional instability.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

This article examines the challenges posed by Turkey and Saudi Arabia to Iran-
Irag solidarity and relations after the fall of Saddam Hussein's regime in 2003.
The main argument is that the increase in Iranian influence in Iraq is not simply
the result of the power vacuum created by Saddam Hussein’s fall, but is based
on a set of historical, cultural, religious, social, security, and economic ties
between the two countries. However, the transformation of Iraq’s political
structure after 2003 and the increase in Shiite power heightened the concerns of
Turkey and Saudi Arabia, turning Iraq into one of the most important arenas of
competition between regional powers and creating significant challenges to
Iran’s position and influence.

2. Theoretical Framework

To analyze this competition, Barry Buzan and Ole Waver’s theory of regional
security complexes is used. According to this theory, the security of countries
within a region is interdependent, and the security of a country cannot be
examined without considering its neighbors and its historical, identity-based,
and geopolitical relations. In this regard, lIrag, due to its geographical and
historical location, is situated at the intersection of the Iranian, Arab, and
Turkish spheres and is therefore part of a broader security complex in West
Asia. Developments in lIrag, including terrorism, ethnic and religious disputes,
civil war, and competition between foreign powers, can directly affect the
security of Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. From this perspective, the
competition between these three countries in Irag is not just a bilateral or
internal competition, but rather part of a broader structural competition in the
West Asian security order.

3. Discussion

3-1. Iran’s Policy toward Iraq

Iran’s policy toward Iraq reflects a combination of security, identity, political,
and economic considerations. After the fall of Saddam Hussein, Iran sought to
prevent the formation of a hostile or dependent state in its neighborhood and
supported the establishment of a strong and stable central government in Irag.
One of the most important sources of Iran’s influence is its religious and
cultural ties with Iraq’s Shiite community. The relations between the seminaries
of Qom and Najaf, pilgrimages to the shrines, the movement of millions of
pilgrims, and the relations among clerics and religious networks have created an
important basis for Iran’s soft power. Cultural ties such as Nowruz are also
evident in various regions of Irag, especially in Kurdistan. In terms of security,
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Iran sought to prevent the influence of anti-lranian groups after the U.S.-led
occupation of Irag and the increase in the activity of armed groups. At the same
time, the experience of the 2006 civil war led Iran to emphasize more than ever
the stability of the central government and the prevention of the disintegration
of Iraq. Iran’s support for Shiite governments and groups close to it, especially
after the emergence of ISIS, has been one of the main sources of Iran’s
influence in Irag. Economic relations also constitute another important
dimension of the relationship between the two countries. Iran has a significant
presence in Iraq in the field of energy exports, consumer goods, and technical
and engineering services. Therefore, Iran’s influence in Iraq is not simply
religious or political, but also rests on substantial economic foundations.

3-2. The Challenge Posed by Turkey

Turkey initially overlapped with Iran in supporting a strong central government
due to concerns over Kurdish independence. However, after the 2010 elections
and the defeat of the al-Aragiya list, Turkey shifted toward supporting anti-
Maliki forces and limiting Iran’s influence. It expanded ties with Turkmens,
Sunnis, and Kurdish groups, maintained a military presence in northern Irag,
and used counterterrorism operations as justification. Economic engagement,
including infrastructure investment and transit corridor development, is another
key tool for expanding Turkish influence.

3-3. The Challenge Posed by Saudi Arabia

Saudi Arabia grew concerned about Shiite power and Iran’s influence after
Saddam’s fall. To counter this, Riyadh supported Sunni groups, sought ties with
Shiite movements critical of Iran, and was linked to funding extremist groups
like ISIS. It also sought to challenge Shiite religious authority, particularly
Ayatollah  Sistani. From 2017, economic tools—such as reopening the Arar
crossing, investing in Sunni areas, and joining Gulf energy projects—became
central to Saudi efforts to compete with Iran.

3-4. Consequences of Competition among the Three Powers
The competition among Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia has had far-reaching
consequences for Irag. One of its most significant effects has been the
weakening of state-building and the persistence of a fragile political structure.
Iragi groups and parties have, in many cases, relied on the support of regional
powers to gain political influence and access to resources. This dependence has
contributed to the formation of temporary and fragile political coalitions.

In the security sphere, external support for non-state actors has contributed
to a fragmented security environment. The presence of various militias and
armed groups alongside the army and official security forces has complicated
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the development of a fully integrated national security structure. As a result,
Irag remains vulnerable to future crises.

In the realm of identity, foreign competition has also exacerbated ethnic and
religious divisions. Iran is more closely associated with Shiite groups, Saudi
Arabia with sections of the Sunni political community, and Turkey with
Turkmens, Sunnis, and some Kurdish forces. These external alignments have, at
times, reinforced sectarian and ethnic identities at the expense of a broader Iragi
national identity.

Economic competition among the three countries has, on the one hand,
created opportunities for Iraq’s reconstruction but, on the other, has increased
certain forms of external economic dependence. Iran is active in energy and the
supply of consumer and industrial goods, Turkey in construction and trade, and
Saudi Arabia in energy and investment. At the same time, weak domestic
production, dependence on oil revenues and imports, and persistent
infrastructure problems continue to hinder Iraq’s sustainable development.

5. Conclusion

The main conclusion of the article is that Turkey and Saudi Arabia have not
been able to eliminate or fundamentally weaken the historical, cultural, and
religious ties between Iran and Irag. Nevertheless, their competition with Iran
has contributed to the intensification of internal divisions and complicated the
process of state-building in lIraq. As a result of these rivalries, Iragq remains
vulnerable in political, security, economic, and identity-related terms.

The future of Iraq’s stability, and indeed of the regional order in West Asia,
depends largely on the extent to which competition among Iran, Turkey, and
Saudi Arabia can move away from zero-sum rivalry and support for subnational
actors toward greater regional cooperation, respect for Iraqi sovereignty, and the
development of collective security mechanisms. The continuation of the current
situation may further undermine Iraq’s national sovereignty and nation-building
process, while also hindering the emergence of a stable regional order in West
Asia.

From the perspective of the regional security complex theory discussed in
this study, Iraq and its neighboring states are bound by closely interconnected
security and identity dynamics. Consequently, an imbalance in their relations
with Iraq, particularly when regional competition reinforces domestic divisions,
can generate wider insecurity and instability.
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