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Introduction
The Red Sea and the Bab el-Mandeb Strait represent one of the world’s most

consequential maritime corridors, channeling over twelve percent of global shipping
by volume and a similarly significant share of the world’s oil and container traffic.
Since 2011, the collapse of central authority in Yemen and the rise of the Houthi

(Ansar Allah) movement have transformed this corridor into a flashpoint for regional
and extra-regional competition. The Islamic Republic of Iran, perceiving a dual threat
from the U.S.-led “maximum pressure” campaign and the Saudi-Emirati security
framework, has pursued an increasingly assertive posture aimed at preserving its
national security and strategic depth. Yet, prevailing analyses frequently employ
offensive realism to interpret Tehran’s motivations, underplaying the defensive

N rationale that underlies much of Iran’s Red Sea policy. The main question of the paper

is: What objectives does Iran pursue in the Red Sea, and to what extent has its strategy
secured Iranian national security against geopolitical threats? It hypothesizes that
Tehran’s policy is fundamentally defensive—aimed at forestalling external threats,
extending strategic depth, and deterring hostile coalitions led by Riyadh, Washington,
and Jerusalem—and that these measures have substantially enhanced Iran’s
deterrence. A concise review of the literature reveals three streams. Classical and
structural realists (Waltz, 1979; Mearsheimer, 2001) have emphasized power
maximization, yet defensive realists such as Kenneth Waltz (1979) and Stephen Walt
(1987) argue that states curb expansion when additional power incites
counter-balancing. Empirical studies on Iran’s post-2003 foreign policy (Barzegar,
2009; Bagheri Dolatabadi, 2016) underscore Tehran’s security-driven alliances and
proxy engagements. Finally, recent analyses of maritime security (Sari, 2024; Juneau,
2024) illustrate Iran’s growing reliance on unconventional naval tactics, yet stop short
of situating them within a coherent defensive realist framework. This research seeks
to bridge that gap by systematically applying defensive realism to Iran’s Red Sea
strategy, illuminating how Tehran’s actions align with deterrence, threat-balancing,
and security-maximizing imperatives rather than mere expansionism.
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Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative—descriptive design grounded in document analysis.
Primary data include official Iranian statements, policy directives, and strategic
speeches; secondary sources comprise government and think-tank reports,
peer-reviewed articles, and media coverage. Using content analysis, we code instances
of Iranian behavior—support for Houthi operations, asymmetric naval deployments,
and coastal partnerships—against defensive realist criteria such as threat perception,
deterrence measures, and balancing tactics.

Results & Discussion

The analysis identifies three core dimensions of Iran’s Red Sea policy—threat
mitigation, strategic depth extension, and deterrence building—each consistent with
defensive realism:

1. Threat Mitigation via Proxy Support

After 2011, Iran amplified its ties to the Houthis, supplying them with intelligence,
missile and drone technologies, and training. This alignment enabled Iran to project
influence onto the southern approaches of the Red Sea without deploying large
conventional forces. In defensive realist terms, these proxy operations serve to dilute
adversary resolve and complicate threat calculations, thereby diminishing the likelihood
of direct confrontation.

2. Strategic Depth through Coastal Partnerships

Recognizing the vulnerability of its Strait of Hormuz lifeline under Western pressure,
Tehran has pursued limited naval access and logistics arrangements with countries such
as Eritrea and Djibouti. While no permanent Iranian base has materialized, memoranda
of understanding and port visits underscore a defensive logic: establishing forward
staging areas enhances Iran’s ability to monitor regional developments and respond
swiftly to incursions. Coastal partnerships thus augment Tehran’s defensive perimeter,
reflecting Kenneth Waltz’s dictum that states seek sufficient—but not excessive—
power to ensure survival.

3. Deterrence Building via Asymmetric Naval Capabilities

Iran’s naval assets in the Red Sea constitute a classic asymmetric deterrent. Instead of
conventional surface fleets, Iran’s allies use surprise, and dispersed operations to
threaten high-value shipping and military vessels. This asymmetric posture coheres with
Stephen Walt’s “balance of threat” concept: Iran shapes adversary threat perceptions by
signaling the high cost of sustained maritime operations near its proxies and potential
forward bases. These findings underscore that Iran’s Red Sea policy aligns more closely
with defensive realist predictions than with revisionist expansionism. Tehran’s actions
aim to preserve the status quo of its national security by balancing against perceived
external encirclement, rather than seeking outright hegemony in the region.



N

Conclusion & Suggestions

This study demonstrates that defensive realism provides a robust explanatory
framework for Iran’s Red Sea strategy since 2011. By supporting the Houthis,
cultivating coastal partnerships, and deploying asymmetric naval forces, Tehran has
pursued a security-maximizing approach designed to deter hostile interventions and
safeguard its vital sea lanes. Such measures reflect defensive realist logic: power is
accrued only to the extent necessary to offset threat perceptions, and alliances or proxies
serve  to distribute risk  and complicate ~ adversary  planning.
Our findings contribute to IR theory by illustrating how a non-great power can apply
defensive realism’s tenets in a maritime theater. Iran’s calibrated combination of proxies
and asymmetric forces exemplifies Waltz’s and Walt’s propositions on threat balancing
in an anarchic system. Furthermore, the case challenges the prevalence of offensive
realist interpretations in Middle Eastern security studies, suggesting scholars reconsider
defensive motives in Iran’s regional policies. Based on the research findings, we
recommend:

1. Establishing Inclusive Regional Security Frameworks: Persian Gulf and Red Sea states
should explore inclusive security dialogues that integrate Iranian concerns, reducing the
incentive for proxy deterrence.

2.Persuing Maritime Confidence-Building Measures: Confidence-building measures,
such as shared incident-response exercises and notification protocols in the Red Sea,
could attenuate misperceptions and limit escalatory dynamics.

3.Targeted Diplomacy: Western powers might combine maritime presence with
diplomatic engagement, offering phased incentive packages—economic and security
assurances—to reward Tehran’s possitive role.

Key Words: Iran, Red Sea Security, Bab el-Mandeb, Defensive Realism, Houthis,
Strategic Depth.
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