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Abstract: The paper examines the fragility, fragmentation, and crisis in the Middle East and North Africa 
(MENA) by dissecting the region into three subregions—Maghreb, Mashreq, and the GCC—and elaborating 
on their complex contours, diverse ideological orientations, and unavoidable outcomes. Politically, 
economically, demographically, and ethnically heterogeneous, and religiously reasonably homogenous, 
the MENA records high conflict rates. There is a lack of unity in diversity, hurting regional cooperation and 
cohesion. We argue that fragility and fragmentation lead to persistent inter- and intra-state conflict, high 
unemployment, water disputes, deepening poverty, recurrent famine, and growing numbers of refugees 
and displacement. By referring to examples from Maghreb, Mashreq, and the GCC, the paper shows the 
interplay between fragility and resilience and thus attempts to offer a nuanced understanding of the factors 
that trigger and sustain fragmentation and conflict in the region. The insights into the dynamics of fragility, 
fragmentation, and crisis highlight the imperatives of cooperation and cohesion in regional integration. 
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Introduction 

Without integration, it is notoriously difficult for countries to maintain their economic and 

political relevance in today’s globalized world. In this interdependent and interconnected 

world, it is unrealistic to operate in isolation (Hamza 2017; Jehn 1997). Of course, people are 

born with their own opinions, ideas, beliefs, and views, and they act as they see fit. To 

accommodate diverse opinions, it is critical to promote diversity, which is often the mother of 

all disputes. Depending on the complexity of economics, geography, demographics, ethnicity, 

religion, nationality, and politics, disputes often develop into conflicts of varying degrees. 

The twenty-one countries in MENA are politically heterogeneous, such as monarchies 

(the GCC countries, Morocco and Jordan); republics (Egypt, Syria, Tunisia, and Algeria); 

Islamist countries (Sudan and Iran); dysfunctional democracy (Lebanon); occupied countries 

striving for democracy (Palestinian territories and Iraq); as well as democracy itself (Israel) 

(Ullah 2014; Mckee et al. 2017). Between 1970 and 2019, about a third of all wars between 

states occurred in the MENA region and over 40 percent of all internationalized civil wars 

(Sarkees and Wayman 2010; Mundy 2019; Palik, Rustad, and Methi 2020). Over half of the 

arms imports to developing countries in 1982 came to this region, capturing almost 42 

percent of all global arms exports (US Arms Control and Disarmament Agency 1984). The 

fact that one-third of the total refugees are generated from MENA reminds us of the region’s 
frequency and severity of conflicts (Ullah 2014). 
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Conflict affects regional cohesion, relations with nonstate actors, human life, and 

physical infrastructure, leading to fragmentation, violence, and tensions. Kinsman (2016) 

finds that domestic hostility and foreign intervention are no less responsible for the state of 

fragility. For example, Palestine has gone from 97 percent in 1946 of the land to about 15 

percent in 2020 to Israel. Israel’s illegitimate occupation continues aggressively without any 

resistance or even the meaningful opposition from Arab nations. About 11 percent of the 6.6 

million Jews living in Israel today reside in the occupied territories (250 Israeli settlements 

where 611,000 settlers live outside Israel’s borders (Tahhan 2020; Aljazeera 2021).  

The ongoing Syrian conflict shows that countries in the region are so fragmented that 

interregional conflicts are occurring. The Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s, the Iraq-Kuwait war in 

the 1990s, the current KSA-Yemen war, and the Palestine-Israel conflict and embargo against 

Qatar in 2017 are some glaring examples of a fractured region. The recognition of Jerusalem 

as Israel’s capital, Saudi Arabia’s crackdown on parts of its royal family, the sudden 

resignation of Lebanon’s prime minister, and the Kurds’ vote for independence in Iraq 

contributed to further fragmentation. The Syrian Assad regime’s clinging to power 

consolidated Iranian and Russian influence (Nada 2017). 

Following Kivimäki’s (2021) findings on the link between state factionalism and conflict, 

and factionalism and grievances, we examine the mechanisms through which fragmentation 

in the region leads to persistent inter- and intra-state conflict, high unemployment, water 

disputes, increasing poverty, recurring famines, and growing refugee and mass displacement 

crises in the region. Using examples from the three subregions (Maghreb, Mashreq, and Gulf 

Cooperation Council), we seek to provide a nuanced understanding of the factors that trigger 

fragmentation, fragmentation-induced conflicts, and their long-term consequences. We 

therefore examine how fragmented the region is and how deep the fragmentation is. We also 

highlight the interplay between fragility and resilience in the MENA region. 

Scholarship on the MENA, violence, and fragility has generated considerable literature 

(Kamrava 2016; Bandak and Bille 2013; Cammack et al. 2017; Hinnebusch 2014; Kamel 2017; 

Kinsman 2016). The majority of the studies focus on the MENA’s history and political 

development and the forces that shape the region today. Existing literature suggests that 

external influences have molded and continue to mold the region’s politics, economy, and 

societies (Bendebka 2019). However, a paucity of research deals with mechanisms of fragility 

and conflict the region is inflicted with. This study attempts to fill the gap. Therefore, we 

intend to answer the following research question: is the lack of unity in diversity hurting 

regional cooperation and cohesion in MENA? Five sections make up the paper: The 

upcoming section provides an overview of the three subregions in the MENA and discusses 

various challenges experienced, followed by a conceptual section on fragmentation and 

conflict. The following two sections discuss the corollaries of fragility and the emergence of 

resilient states. The final section concludes with some policy implications.  

32

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 M

d 
M

iz
an

ur
 R

ah
m

an
 o

n 
T

hu
 J

un
 1

5 
20

23
 a

t 0
8:

53
:5

1 
A

M
 C

D
T



ULLAH ET AL.: THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA (MENA) 

Research Methods 

Historical context, political change, conflict, and relations with neighbors are important in 

determining the common characteristics that underpin our argument about fragility and 

conflict across the MENA region. We use a qualitative research method and rely extensively 

on secondary data sources. To examine the mechanism of how fragmentation in the MENA 

region leads to ongoing inter- and intra-state conflicts, unemployment, water conflicts, 

increasing poverty, and growing refugee and displacement crises, we used content analysis 

(both conceptual and relational) to examine the literature. Conceptual analysis identifies 

concepts in the text, while relational analysis extends conceptual analysis by examining the 

connections between concepts. Secondary sources include scholarly books, journal articles, 

some previous surveys, and online sources.  

We strive to figure out how fragility, fragmentation, and crisis influence the course of 

the conflict in the MENA. Regional fragmentation and integration in MENA are influenced 

by historical legacies (colonialism). We identify the nature of state fragility, the phenomena 

of sectarianism, and the dismal record of regional cooperation in order to make our focus 

clear. We employ a variety of traits that have been influenced by four causes: how has 

colonialism influenced geographic proximity as a critical feature of regional cooperation? 

Also, how have conflict processes influenced the interdependence that characterizes MENA 

regionalism?  

We critically examine existing definitions and terminology of weak and fragile nations, 

as well as the political consequences of the present discourse in the MENA region. We 

examine the causes and consequences of conceptual notions of state fragility in relation to 

politics and security, economics and natural resources, intra- and inter-state relations, 

population mobility, and the broader regional and global political economies using 

multidisciplinary perspectives. We argue that many MENA governments are perennially 

“weak,” such as Lebanon, Yemen, and Sudan.  

Three Subregions yet Myriad Challenges 

The MENA region is traditionally divided into three subregions (Figure 2): the “Maghreb” 
(the land where the sun sets); the “Mashreq” (meaning “the East” in Arabic and Persian, and 

which, like “Bilad al-Sham” and unlike all other terms used for the Eastern Mediterranean, 

originated within the region); and the “Gulf Cooperation Council” (which includes the Gulf 

of Aden) (Buzan and Wæver 2003; Bilgin 2004, 2019; Brown 1984). The Maghreb, Mashreq, 

and Gulf have always been composite regions with interconnected security dynamics (Figure 

1) (Del Sarto, Malmvig, and Lecha, 2019; Buzan and Wæver 2003; Bilgin 2004, 2019; Brown

1984). Egypt is in a quandary: strict definitions of the Mashreq exclude it, although it is

undeniably linked to the subregional framework. Sudan’s position within the tripartite

framework is also problematic, as it does not belong to any of the three subregions.
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The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a volatile and contentious region with high 

levels of warfare (Pinfari 2016). Promoting regional order is a top priority for international 

security because of its geopolitical significance (Hurrell 2007; Fawcett 2018). The name 

“Middle East” was first used in “The Persian Gulf and International Relations” (by American 

naval strategist Alfred Thayer Mahan, 1902) (Adelson 2012; Russett 1970). These subregions 

may have some commonalities with regional security complexes (Buzan and Wæver 2003). 

Viewing MENA through a historical sociological approach is more complicated than the 

current debate suggests (Hinnebusch 2014). Hinnebusch points to four different levels that 

are intertwined:  

[The global hierarchy in which the] region is embedded as a periphery of the world 

system according to the world system model; the interstate regional system with rival 

states balancing each other; a level of interstate flows, movements, and discourses 

about identity and legitimacy; and the domestic level where state-makers seek to 

create bureaucratic structures and legitimacy to secure the loyalty of their 

populations” (Hinnebusch 2014, 12) 

Regionalization thus emerged as a shield to protect against external shocks. States tend to 

form regional or subregional groupings to combat global challenges. This phenomenon has 

emerged as both a top-down political process-regionalism-and a bottom-up structural process-

regionalization (International Peace Institute 2013). Regionalism describes cooperation in the 

economic, institutional, defence, or security spheres that takes place at the political decision-

making level (Fishlow and Haggard 1992; International Peace Institute 2013). 

The Maghreb was established more than two decades ago to build a strong economic 

bloc in the region. However, the region faces major development challenges such as political 

and security problems, including extremism, a rapidly growing young population, higher 

unemployment, economic stagnation, and vulnerability to climate change (World Bank 

MENA 2010), so it has not been able to achieve strong integration. 

The Maghreb—a diverse region in terms of resource endowment, geography, 

demography and human resources, with 102.87 million people and US$ 328.01 billion in 

GDP in 2020 (O’Neill 2021; 2021a)—is undergoing economic and political transitions. The 

economy’s poor performance has been attributed to high trade barriers, bureaucratic and 

logistical bottlenecks, product diversification, and a volatile political atmosphere. Trade 

between the Maghreb countries represents only 4.8 percent of the total volume and less than 

2 percent of the subregion’s combined GDP (Hamza 2017; Akhtar and Rouis 2010). The 

Mashreq consists of two great physical regions: Beneath the great plateau of the Arabian 

Peninsula are barren deserts. The other part comprises the rich and fertile area known as the 

Fertile Crescent, which extends from the Nile Valley through Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, and 

Syria to Iraq. The Mashreq countries have much lower trade volumes relative to their GDP 

than their MENA counterparts. Adjusted for oil, however, non-oil trade is only marginally 
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lower than in MENA. Nevertheless, the volume of trade with European countries is higher 

than that of their own region (Akhtar and Rouis 2010).  

 

 
Figure 1: Selected MENA Countries 

 

The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) was formed in 1981 when six oil-exporting 

countries united their interests and shared values. The GCC was concerned about military 

aggression and subsequently formed the Peninsular Shield Force to respond to any security 

threat against its constituent members in 1984 (Tok 2021). In this context, Saudi Arabia is 

considered a regional powerhouse, which adds to the heterogeneity (Ulrichsen 2018; Wright 

2019; Tok 2021). Abundant wealth coupled with regional political ambition enabled selected 

emerging Gulf Cooperation Council countries to support and influence like-minded 

governments and organizations in the Maghreb and Mashreq more than ever before 

(Ulrichsen 2019; Gray 2018) . Of course, following the Arab Spring and ensuing political and 

economic changes in the Maghreb and the Mashreq, regional policies in the GCC changed 

fundamentally (Ulrichsen 2019a; Rahman and Al-Azm 2023).  

In terms of their regional political approach, the GCC countries can be divided into three 

broad groups: (i) pro-democracy and Iran-friendly, (ii) counter-revolutionary and anti-Iran, 

and (iii) neutral (Tok 2021). Qatar tends to be aligned with Turkey and Islamic movements, 

and is relatively friendly toward Iran. While Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab 

Emirates tend to be counterrevolutionary and anti-Iranian (Charrad and Reith 2019), Kuwait 

and Oman tend to adopt a neutral stance in their policies. Thus, the GCC countries follow 

their ideological positioning rather than unifying forces such as pan-Arabism and pan-

Islamism. Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and the UAE are concerned about the instability and regime 

change caused by the Arab Spring in some countries such as Tunisia, Libya, and Egypt. The 

concern for Saudi Arabia and Bahrain also stems from the fear that they are not resourceful 

to buy citizens’ acquiescence like Qatar, Kuwait and the UAE (Tok 2021). The UAE regards 

any political change in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia as an existential threat to the UAE 

(Ulrichsen 2018; Tok 2021). 

Bahrain 
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Integration among GCC, Mashreq, and Maghreb occurs via the demand and supply 

functions, meaning that it is economic; for example, GCC needs labor and Maghreb and 

Mashreq supply it. While GCC’s objectives are ambitious, the recent embargo along with 

Egypt (not a part of GCC) on Qatar has transpired the fragility of their integration policy. 

The GCC countries own at least $273 billion of US debt (Amadeo 2021). The historically and 

culturally connected GCC states aspire to be a more diversified economic bloc (Ullah et al. 

2020). In 2021, they had a population of about 54 million and a GDP of about $3.464 trillion 

(World Population Review 2021).  

 

 
Figure 2: Three subregions in the MENA 

Region, Sectarianism and Social Cohesion 

A region is a geographical entity consisting of territorial political units linked by ongoing 

political, economic, security, and cultural interactions and a shared sense of belonging 

(Adelson 2012; Katzenstein 1997), and Del Sarto, Malmvig, and Lecha (2019) confirm that 

MENA qualifies as a region. In this view, regions are social constructs shaped by numerous 

political processes (Katzenstein 2000; Hartshorne 1939; Aarts 1999). States in a region are 

linked by spatial proximity and some degree of interdependence, contact, and commonality 

(Russett 1967; Nye 1968; Fawcett and Hurrell 1995; Lake and Morgan 1997). 

Sectarian tensions have long existed in the region, leading to social tensions that 

occasionally escalate into open conflict (Haddad 2011; Moore-Gilbert 2016; Del Sarto, 

Malmvig, and Lecha 2019; Hashemi and Postel 2017). Divide and rule through the 

instrumentalization of sectarian identities has been one of the ways governments in the region 

have sought to maintain power and ensure survival. This study contributes to our knowledge 

of intra-Islamic identity conflict in the MENA region by examining how political economy, 

geopolitics, intra-state governance, social media, non- and sub-state groups, and clerical elites 

have influenced the transformation of sectarian identities, rather than viewing the differences 

between and within Sunni and Shia Islam as primordial. Particular emphasis is placed on how 

Maghreb  

GCC 

Mashreq 

Religion 
Language 
Culture 
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contestations over the distribution of political and economic power have taken on a sectarian 

tone and how sectarianism has been instrumentalized by a range of actors. 

The sectarianization process is also shaped by class dynamics, weak regimes, and 

geopolitical rivalry (Hashemi and Postel 2017). Rather than debating whether sectarianism is 

a myth or a reality, sceptics have admitted that it has become a serious factor in politics. 

Sectarianism has increased in the region as a result of the Arab upheavals (Gaiser 2017; 

Malmvig 2014; Gause 2014). The protests in Bahrain, for example, were initially non-sectarian 

as demonstrators chanted “Neither Sunni nor Shia, we are one.” The government and official 

media reinforced the notion that it was a Shia rebellion planned by Tehran and directed 

against Sunnis (Matthiesen 2017, 208; Moore-Gilbert 2016; Del Sarto, Malmvig, and Lecha 

2019). States in the region were not failed states, although governments lacked popular 

legitimacy and relied heavily on the repressive security apparatus (Call 2010; Del Sarto, 

Malmvig, and Lecha 2019). Of course, the character of regional politics had changed. 

Modernity, democracy, fundamentalism, and nationalism and other prevailing concepts were 

no longer sufficient to describe politics in the region (Nasr 2006, 82). 

The degree of closeness and solidarity between social groups that results from democratic 

attempts to achieve social balance, economic dynamism, and national identity is referred to 

as social cohesion (Manca 2014). It is a complicated social construct that is at the core of 

humanity (Pahl 1991), as different cultures have different geographies, political 

representations, economies, and challenges (Bruhn 2009). Promoting social cohesion leads 

to communities where people live in harmony despite their differences (Novy, Swiatek, and 

Moulaert 2012).  

Fragmentation and Conflict 

The basis for the creation of the three subregions in MENA is geopolitical coordination and 

socioeconomic cooperation. Today, however, they are either inactive (e.g., the Arab 

Cooperation Council) and unable to act (e.g., the Arab League) or exist only on paper (e.g., 

Maghreb). The GCC was originally formed on the premise that Iran posed a security threat 

and that an alliance against this threat was important. Consequently, the GCC was formed 

primarily for political rather than economic reasons. Since its inception, the GCC has 

performed far better than the other two subregions, at least in terms of economic integration 

(Ullah 2014). As a result of the colonial legacy, colonial borders are often the source of 

disputes that continue to occur today. Furthermore, following AKM Ahsan Ullah (2014), this 

entire region is locked by ‘mutual distrust’, causing unhealthy relations. As part of the peace 

process, several agreements and accords were signed (such as the Oslo peace process, Geneva 

Accord, Camp David Agreement, and Road Map Plan) aimed at bringing peace to this region 

(Ullah 2014). However, this has little relevance to the political climate of today. 

Conflict is often motivated by survival concerns (Jones and Fabian 2006). Humans are 

generally drawn to conflict on various scales. Hobbes ([1651] 1996) notes that although 

humans are naturally inclined toward violence, they are constrained from doing so due to 
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social convention, but for Rousseau ([1755] 1994), the unnatural social constraints of human 

existence led to the development of violence in men. Conflict begins within one’s inner self. 

The cycle begins with an individual, moves through a family, a community, a region, a state, 

and finally ends at the global level. Drivers and causes, interests and scale may vary. Conflict 

and war are triggered by sociocultural forces embedded in the meanings, values, and norms 

of states. The result of war is the imbalance between these forces in international space and 

time. Chaos, opportunistic violence, and exploitation due to individual or group interests 

lead to human suffering, and weak states lose control (Duffield 2001; Gilbert 2003).  

Summerfield (1997), Wallensteen and Sollenberg (2001), Gleditsch et al. (2002), and 

Eriksson et al. (2003) underscored that the series of conflicts in the last two decades since the 

1980s dotted the region’s and fundamentally reshaped the region’s mobility landscape. 

Among others, the Israel-Palestine conflict is listed as a single armed conflict on the territories 

of two states, Israel and Lebanon, over land and border issues (Human Rights Watch 2020; 

Harms and Ferry 2008; Yacobi and Newman 2007). The concepts of “political homeland” 
and “mythical territory” form the most important part of national identity (Ullah 2014; 

Yacobi and Newman 2007). The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is thus the best example of 

territorial and border conflicts in the present (Newman 2006; Yacobi and Newman 2007).  

In debates about MENA in the politics of religion, Meddeb and colleagues (2017) point 

to three determinants: a changing society and increasing religious diversity; shifts in the 

Islamic landscape; and, following the Arab uprising in 2010 and the invasion of Iraq in 2003, 

the region has experienced a significant intensification of geopolitical dynamics. A notable 

element of change, according to Meddeb et al. (2017), is that the Muslim Brotherhood has 

lost its political relevance due to the fragmentation of Islamism. We observed that in the post-

Arab uprising period, Salafis politicized themselves and supported the crackdown on the 

Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. This played a role in the fragmentation of political Islam. 

According to Roy (2017), the issue in this situation is not a radicalization of Islam, but an 

Islamization of radicalism, which is why the lack of a popular ideology could mobilize protest 

movements for reform.  

There will probably continue to be fragmentation and division in the Islamist landscape. 

Movements that are affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood, however, remain an apolitical 

force for the foreseeable future despite the Brotherhood’s diminished organizational capacity 

(El-Sherif 2014). Syrian and Iraqi wars have given rise to more extreme sectarian religious 

groups and Salafi-jihadi movements.  

Svensson (2013) contends that three major empirical regularities explain the reason why 

the number of religious civil wars has risen proportionately over time in this region: (1) the 

looming intra and interreligious conflicts; (2) the spread of short-lived intrareligious disputes; 

and (3) the growing transnational religious disputes. Conflicts have defined the relations 

between the two branches of Islam in the region. For instance, the obvious split between 

Sunnism and Shiism became vivid during the aftermath of the 2011 geopolitical contention 

between Iran and Saudi Arabia. Of course, the focus has shifted to the Syrian crisis and to 
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Saudi–the Iranian and Saudi-Yamen conflicts. However, the Israeli-Palestinian permanent 

conflicts remain significant on the global agenda (Cammack et al. 2017). This partly explains 

why the number of people at risk from the conflict has doubled in the last decade (World 

Bank 2020). Ironically, by 2030, two-thirds of the world’s extreme poor are expected to live 

in fragile and conflict-affected countries (World Bank 2020). 

 

 
Figure 3: The Fragility/Resilience Model Influencing Factors 

 

MENA’s fragility can be seen through Baker’s (2017) approach, which examines eight 

indicators: political legitimacy, demographic pressure, inequitable economic conditions, 

human rights and rule of law, public services, grievances, and poverty and economic decline 

(Figure 3). Poverty and inequality lead to motives for conflict, which lead to violence 

(Anderton and Carter 2019). Baker identifies three critical factors that are likely to cause state 

decline: lack of political legitimacy, growing grievances, and poor macroeconomic 

performance. Our research is consistent with Baker’s assumptions that these factors correlate 

with high conflict risk and together represent warning signs of impending instability in 

MENA. Two elements, such as the lack of efficiency and legitimacy of state institutions, have 

been shown to make a state fragile (Fukuyama 2011; Lemay-Hébert 2009; Marshall and Cole 

2014, cited in Kivimäki 2021).  

MENA’s fragmentation transpired after the embargo on Qatar was imposed in 2017: 

Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates and Egypt severed diplomatic ties with 

Qatar after accusing the country of supporting it (Zweiri, Rahman, and Kamal 2020; Qiblawi 

and Salem 2021; Pradhan 2017), financing and harbouring terrorists and extremist groups. 

Qatar’s economic success and growing ties with Iran were perceived as a threat to the region.  

They also alleged that Qatar uses its Al Jazeera television station as a propaganda tool to 

delegitimize other countries in the region. However, the government of Qatar denied all of 

these allegations and stated that the neighbouring country’s behaviour was a violation of its 

sovereignty (Zweiri, Rahman, and Kamal 2020). Analysts, however, knew that this move was 

meant to appease Israel. This embargo is seen as, and has brought, diplomatic success for Israel. 

As a result of this situation, tensions in the region have flared up again, and Israel has taken full 

advantage of this. Israel established diplomatic relations with several Arab countries. 
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The subsequent actions and statements by leaders on both sides have further exacerbated 

geopolitical tensions in the region. It has been interesting to see how Qatar has withstood the 

threat posed by its allies. For example, Qatar has made numerous policy changes to keep its 

economy going. After more than three years, the Quartet [define here] finally agreed to 

resume diplomatic relations with Qatar in early January 2021. 

Geopolitical rivalries strongly influence local politics in the region. Regions tend to push 

their agendas through alliances with local political parties and support on ideological 

grounds, such as strong military ties. For example, Islamist movements in Tunisia, Egypt, and 

Libya received support from Turkey and Qatar. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, 

on the other hand, supported the military coup in Egypt in the hope that their support could 

herald a return to the same type of rule, i.e., authoritarian rule. This explains how ideological 

ties are often stronger than political and religious ties.  

Iran’s support for the Assad regime and Shiite militias in Syria and Saudi Arabia, Turkey, 

Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates’ support for Sunni armed groups speak for themselves 

(Del Sarto 2017). The Saudi-Iranian rivalry fuels the Sunni-Shia divide, while the Islamist-

secular divide is less evident following Salafist support for the coup in Egypt and the Tunisian 

compromise. It is believed that the blockade against Qatar was also an attempt by the 

homogenizing Sunni bloc to stand up to Iran. This is a glaring example of the increasing 

politicization of religious sectarianism in the MENA region. The civil war in Lebanon 

between 1975 and 1990 is another example (Del Sarto 2017; Rummel 1997). International 

standards shape the economic policies of most MENA countries. Del Sarto (2017) notes that 

the West has pressured these states to adopt the neoliberal development model. To further its 

economic interests, the West plays games with dictators. As a result, the population is 

growing rapidly in the region (except in a few countries), leading to high unemployment, 

which particularly affects the youth, and higher military spending compared to health and 

education budgets.  

State Fragility and Failure 

Fragility is defined as a country that fails or is at high risk of failing in three dimensions: (i) 

“authority failures: the state lacks the authority to protect its citizens from various forms of 

violence; (ii) “service failures: the state fails to ensure that all citizens have access to basic 

services; (iii) “legitimacy failures: the state lacks legitimacy and enjoys only limited support” 
(Mcloughlin 2012, 10). Many people regard the term “fragile” as a derogatory and 

fundamentally political term that reflects Weberian views of how a “successful” state should 

operate (Mcloughlin 2012). Due to the effectiveness of states (Mcloughlin 2012), “state 

fragility” has become a top priority for the international development community. As a 

result, an estimated one billion people, including about 340 million of the world’s extreme 

poor, live in this group of 30 to 50 “fragile” countries that are “falling behind” (Ganson and 

Wennmann 2015).  
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Although the term “state failure” was coined after the Cold War, it has gained 

prominence after September 11, 2001, with the new discourse focusing primarily on MENA 

countries. A significant body of literature addresses “state failure.” The literature initially 

focused on the weak economic performance of certain states, highlighting their shortcomings 

in creating efficient economic growth and promoting development (Kamrava 2016). 

Consequently, aid and assistance programs were based on the weakness of the state (Kamrava 

2016). In recent decades, economic-based concepts of state weakness have been strongly 

challenged. Deeper political conditions, such as state legitimacy, are now receiving more 

attention. Weak states are no longer judged by their economic viability, but rather by their 

unstable and dysfunctional political systems (Kamrava 2016; Bandak and Bille 2013). 

The popular movement had morphed into a dystopia of resurgent tyrants, failed 

governments, and civil wars after the hopeful Arab uprising. Egypt’s historic democratic 

transition ended in a violent military coup. Yemen and Libya have turned into civil wars, 

while a sectarian insurgency has erupted in Bahrain. Syria proved to be the most vulnerable 

country among them, torn by globally funded insurgencies and a bloodthirsty dictatorship. 

Amid the chaos, a militant group proclaimed the Islamic State, seized vast swaths of land and 

issued a global call for terrorism.  

The fundamental division that has governed the Arab-Israel conflict in the MENA region 

is between Arabs and non-Arabs, Sunni and Shia, pro-Western and anti-Western, and status 

quo and revisionist states (Del Sarto, Malmvig, and Lecha 2019). Security dynamics, historical 

constellations of hatred and friendship, as well as specific factors that trigger conflict or 

collaboration (Buzan and Wæver 2003, 50). Border disputes, race, philosophy, and religion 

can all be sources of fear and distrust (Buzan 1991, 190). We agree with Bendebka (2019) that 

inequality between rich countries and developing countries, and the discrepancy between 

social aspirations and the ability to fulfil them, lead to an almost permanent state of conflict. 

This conflict has inseparable bases: ethnic, religious, and socio-political, leading to the spread 

of conflict processes, extreme politicisation of other social spheres, and exacerbation of the 

state’s legitimacy and development deficits, as well as the spread of the threat of war and 

instability to other neighbouring countries (Bendebka 2019).  

The Corollaries of Fragility  

How is MENA different from other regions in terms of its centrality, goals, and achievements? 

Some existing regional organizations such as the European Union (EU) and ASEAN could 

be introduced. These organizations have become very important in today’s global governance 

(Jørgensen et al. 2011). The EU aims to promote peace and integration, create a single 

monetary system, fight discrimination, and facilitate trade and open borders (Wunderlich 

2012). The EU and ASEAN are pursuing interesting approaches to achieve their goals. For 

example, the adoption of “relations-based” (Davidson 2009, 28) is crucial for ASEAN in 

international relations. The EU functions by combining intergovernmental decision-making 

with global structures, and ASEAN’s focus is on promoting regional trust and decision-
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making frameworks that combine intergovernmental and regional features (Henderson 1999; 

Wunderlich 2012). They have been largely successful in achieving their goals.  

Despite the heterogeneity in MENA, they share a number of characteristics mentioned 

earlier (such as language, culture, heritage, etc.). This region, of course, failed to stand up for 

protecting their common interest together, underperformed in the growth and exhibited 

their fragmentation. The MENA has undergone several geopolitical transformations due 

partly to political and economic realities in the region. Fundamental change was brought 

about by external powers such as the Europeans, the United States, and the Soviet Union. 

Civil wars that displaced and killed millions, extremist movements that perpetrated massacres 

of civilians, terrorist attacks, and the oppression of those under their rule are the grim realities 

of their internal decay. Today, the three-way struggle between the Iranian, Arab, and Turkish 

powers plays a central role in the civil wars, making their coexistence a challenge. Because of 

distrust among themselves, different countries seem to serve the interests of different 

powerful nations.  

The geopolitical competition between the countries of the MENA region has highlighted 

the region’s weaknesses. They seem to be turning their backs on each other. The embargo on 

Qatar has highlighted this fragility. The region needs a united effort to combat extremist 

terrorism and the pandemic COVID. Unity and unity are not the same thing. Most MENA 

countries maintain a unified political system. However, there is no visible unity when it 

comes to becoming a regional power. In this regard, South Asian countries such as India, 

Pakistan, and Bangladesh may be another poor example of unity (Chattoraj 2017).  

For national or regional integration, unity is critical in the consolidation of sovereignty. 

We argue that the MENA’s fragility deprives the region of the globalized world’s enormous 

opportunities. For example, MENA does not avail itself of a single market (SM) opportunity. 

The single market provides higher productivity and lowers markups to member countries 

under the SM program, while countries outside the common market are in many ways worse 

off. MENA countries are exposed to the shocks caused by fluctuations in prices and the 

number of goods and services traded, such as volatility of their export earnings, because their 

export is concentrated highly on primary commodities (Kivimäki 2021).  

MENA is dispossessed of the advantages that a single currency system (SCS) offers. The 

SCS eliminates exchange rate fluctuation, reduces transaction costs, and ensures price 

transparency. All prices are quoted in the same currency within the single currency and 

facilitate easy price comparison. The SCS facilitates market expansion, provides a more stable 

currency, prevents competitive devaluation by nation-states, and lowers interest rates because 

the currency is currency stable. The SCS makes a region attractive for third countries to do 

business (Hettne 2011), thus promoting trade and investment. 

Free population mobility within MENA could have gone to their advantage because the 

region comprises resource-poor but labor-surplus, resource-rich and labor-deficient countries 

(World Bank 2018; Ullah 2010). A free movement of labor can help diminish unemployment 

and shortage of labour demands. This is particularly beneficial for cyclical job markets, such 
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as construction. This region has not been able to exploit this opportunity fully. This region 

has the highest number of displaced persons and refugees, but no land eligible for 

resettlement. Approximately 49.7 percent of Gulf residents are foreigners (Ullah et al. 2020). 

In the early 1970s, there was an influx of foreign labour to the GCC countries due to the oil 

boom, which led to a shortage of domestic labour (Ullah et al. 2020).  

The consequences of the Arab uprisings have been devastating, as several civil wars have 

broken out in Libya, Syria, and Yemen. As a result, the territorial integrity of states has been 

compromised by actors with armed capabilities, leading to further disintegration (Del Sarto 

2017). Arab uprisings in the region (Ullah 2014, 2018) led to more refugees being displaced, 

raising serious concerns about refugee rights, security, and identity (RSI). AKM Ahsan Ullah 

(2018, 2015) further argued that this uprising began with the symbolic act of self-immolation 

by Mohamed Bouazizi in Tunisia, protesting mistreatment by municipal officials. Eventually, 

Egypt, Libya, Yemen, Bahrain, and Syria were affected by the domino effects of this uprising 

(Ullah 2018, 2015). Thus, thousands of refugees have fled the region as a result of the conflict 

sparked by the intense desire for democracy in the region since 2011, resulting in the deaths 

of thousands (Ullah 2018). However, the experience of individual states varies. For example, 

militaries in Tunisia and Egypt have gone rogue from the regime, while they were loyal in 

Libya, Yemen, and Syria (Ullah 2018a).  

There have been border disputes throughout the region, with nearly every MENA nation 

grappling with border demarcation issues. Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Jordan, Israel, and the Gulf 

monarchies are modern nation-states with borders established by European colonial powers 

(Kamel 2017). The 1963 Algerian-Moroccan border war remains unresolved, as does the 

Western Sahara conflict; between 1980 and 1988, Iran fought Iraq for control of the Shatt al-

Arab waterway; as a result of the 1990 Kuwait-Iraq border dispute, Iraq invaded Kuwait (the 

Iraqi regime under Saddam Hussein considered Kuwait part of Iraq) (Gideon 2012). 

The conflicts that contribute most to poverty in the region are the Arab-Israeli conflict, 

the intra-Palestinian power struggle, territorial claims, border disputes, ethnic violence, and 

the Arab uprisings. Extreme poverty has increased in this region in recent decades. In 2018, 

about 18.6 million people in the region lived below the poverty line. And 61 percent of the 

wealth belongs only to the top 10 percent of the population in the region (Khouri 2019). 

Either directly or indirectly, conflict, economic ruin, and/or displacement of citizens are 

responsible for the collapse of labour markets in Syria, Libya, and Yemen. To alleviate 

unemployment and poverty in the region, 60 to 100 million jobs must be created by 2030 

(Khouri 2019). This, however, looks unlikely to happen because the most important sectors, 

such as tourism services and agriculture, have been devastated by persistent conflicts and the 

recent COVID-19 pandemic.  

Syria has been isolated since the conflict broke out in 2014 by Western and Gulf countries 

owing to its pro-Iran foreign policy. Though the claim has been that crises in leadership and 

other problems are largely self-inflicted (Cordesman and Khazai 2014), foreign and regional 

challenges are no less responsible. For example, regional actors such as Iran, Syria, and 
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transnational Islamist movements are an existential threat to the region’s stability (Daxue and 

Wei 2012). There are widespread claims that western interventions are the primary reasons 

for the divide in the MENA.  

Baroud (2016) argues, for example, that the Arabism of the Arab Spring served as a 

convenient means for Western governments to label Arab nations as identical. From Tunis 

to Sana, which led to a domino effect. “Who’s next?” was the question many asked. Of course, 

we cannot overlook the fact that the countries of the West have spawned militant chaos, 

terrorism, and unchecked wars. Baroud (2016) rightly pointed to Libya, Syria, and Yemen as 

obvious examples. 

The division caused by the conflict in Syria was crucial (Michael 2012). “Similarly, a 

future Syria could be a confederation of several sectors: one largely Alawite, another Kurdish, 

a third composed mainly of Druze, a fourth composed largely of Sunni Muslims, and then a 

central zone of mixed groups in the country’s main population belt from Damascus to 

Aleppo” (Baroud 2016, 2). In the modern Arab world, the Arab Peninsula within the 

Ottoman Empire was divided into various mini-states through political compromises 

resulting from the Sykes-Picot Agreement in 1916 (Fitzgerald 1994).  

The Americans attempted sectarian separation (Shiites, Sunnis, and Kurds) in Iraq when 

resistance went beyond tolerance of them. The same happened in Libya after the intervention 

of NATO, which led to a bloody civil war. Since then, France, Britain, the US and others have 

supported some parties against others (Baroud 2016). We concur with the powerful note of 

Kivimäki (2021, 2) that:  

A country with perfect legitimacy but no effectiveness is like a car with accurate 

steering but no engine… Effective but illegitimate institutions, which people work 

against and fail to consider their own, are also not useful for the citizens: they are 

like a car with a powerful engine but no steering wheel. There is a need, both, for 

legitimacy and effectiveness of state institutions to be strong: without one or the 

other, states are fragile.  

Resilience 

The concept of resilience is coming to the fore in light of the new security challenges that 

sovereign governments face on a daily basis. In the field of national security, the concept of 

‘national resilience’ has become increasingly important in recent years (Fjader 2014; Joseph 

2013; Edwards 2009). The ability to deal with shocks is resilience, and the security 

responsibilities of a nation-state are resilience (Fjader 2014). Edwards (2009) suggests that 

resilience can be defined as the ability of individuals or communities to adapt to new 

situations and maintain a tolerable level of functioning. Individual responsibility for security 

and a minimal role for government are critical to state resilience (Joseph 2013; Fjader 2014).  

In terms of discourse and policy, there are gaps in scholarly knowledge about the period 

before, during, and after the GCC blockade/crisis. We acknowledge that basic international 
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principles of conflict resolution do not appear to guide state-state relations. Political and 

social norms are, of course, often questioned. They underscore concerns about the changing 

dynamics of interests, identities, values, and behavior in the subregion (Sadiki and Saleh 

2020). The 2017 Gulf crisis and Qatar’s emergence as a resilient country are probably a case 

in point for the MENA region. Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, and Egypt 

imposed a comprehensive blockade on Qatar and severed economic and diplomatic ties. This 

group of countries closed their airspace to Qatar Airways and banned Qatari ships and 

vehicles from accessing their territorial waters and countries, which later became the ‘Qatar 

Blockade’ (Zweiri, Rahman, and Kamal 2020). However, Oman and Kuwait did not join 

them; instead, a temporary injunction was issued and crisis management intensified 

(Ulrichsen 2019). After the Al Ula meeting in January 2021, the blockade end with the 

restoration of all relations.  

More than three years after the blockade began, Qatar has avoided capitulation to its rivals 

and, as Gengler and Al-Khelaifi (2019, 407) put it, “emerged from the blockade no worse off 

than before.” Despite the air, land, and sea blockades, Qatar has taken decisive steps to find new 

trading partners beyond the Quartet and support local industry to replace imports from those 

countries; the Qatari stock market recovered to within a few percentage points of pre-crisis 

levels; and preparations for Qatar’s prestigious hosting of the 2022 World Cup are complete 

with great success. Scholarly explanations for Qatar’s remarkable resilience include its massive 

financial resources, effective contingency planning, and timely intervention by allies (Gengler 

and Al-Khelaifi 2019). Despite the Quartet’s malicious attempts and propaganda on social 

media, Qataris united under the current leadership, and a civic silhouette of the Emir titled 

Tamim al-Majd (Tamim the Glorious) became a symbol of resistance throughout the country. 

Thus, the blockade has led to positive social and economic outcomes in the form of greater self-

reliance, diversification of trade, and greater popular participation in building the country, 

ultimately giving Qatar a high level of national resilience at the time of the 2017 Gulf crisis 

(Cochrane and Reem 2022; Zweiri and Al-Qawasmi 2021).  

Conclusions 

This study has demonstrated that internal conflicts and external interventions plague the 

region. This invites militarized solutions to political dilemmas, further polarizes divided 

politics and undermines internal efforts in renegotiating and reinforcing social contracts. 

Fragility and fragmentation in the MENA are believed to be embedded in the regionally 

specific sociocultural factors like religion or ethnolinguistic composition, notorious geology, 

border disputes, and heterogeneous economic and political landscape. Whether or not we 

know the reasons for their fragmentation, the reality is that they are fragmented. We never 

hear one voice from this region when they are caught up in crisis.  

We do not propose uniformity but emphasize the “unity” in uniformity. Southeast Asia 

or the European Union, for example, are not uniform but unified. Our argument is that 

regional unity seems to be a strong shield against external threats. Most debates about the 
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MENA crisis revolve around geopolitics and international interference. However, internal 

fragmentation and fragility have played a fundamental role in destabilizing the region.  

Regional economic integration enhances better trade facilitation. It is crucial to foster a 

favourable investment climate for the private sector to thrive. Since competition reduces 

production costs, encourages FDI and expands markets, the opening of trade should be 

considered a great strategy (Rouis 2013). Despite the abundance of opportunities, we have 

shown how this region has failed to be more peaceful, integrated, and united. The Western 

world bullies it. The 2017 Gulf Cooperation Council blockade crisis has led Qatar to find 

allies outside the region, such as Turkey and Iran, to achieve stability, security, and economic 

prosperity. As a result, Qatar has gained resilience. The countries that have imposed 

embargoes have bowed to Qatar’s resilience. We do not mean to imply that the Gulf 

Cooperation Council experience is transferable to other regions.  

The region has experienced problems with legitimacy, in particular, factionalism in 

politics. We concur with Kivimäki (2021) that MENA countries face more problems of political 

violence because of factionalism and subnational challenges than do other countries. For the 

GCC states, historical enmities and ideological preferences, coupled with military and 

economic power, are important for building regional alliances and cooperation (Tok 2021).  

The MENA region has experienced significant fragility, fragmentation, and crises in 

recent years, with many countries in the region experiencing political instability, economic 

challenges, and conflict. One of the main causes of fragility in the MENA region is the legacy 

of colonialism and the challenges of state-building after decolonization. Many states in the 

region have struggled to build stable and effective governance structures that meet the needs 

of their populations. In addition, the region has faced significant economic challenges, 

including high youth unemployment, poverty, and inequality. These economic challenges 

have been exacerbated by political instability, conflict, and external factors such as 

fluctuations in global oil prices. 

The region has also experienced significant fragmentation, with the rise of sectarianism, 

ethnic and religious tensions, and the proliferation of non-state armed groups. These factors 

have contributed to conflicts in countries such as Syria, Yemen, and Iraq, making it difficult 

for regional actors and the international community to effectively manage these crises. In 

addition, external powers have played an important role in exacerbating this fragility, with 

interventions by global and regional powers in the region’s conflicts further fuelling 

instability and fragmentation. Overall, fragility, fragmentation, and crises in the MENA 

region are complex and interrelated, with political, economic, and social factors all playing a 

role. Addressing these challenges requires sustained efforts by regional and international 

actors to promote stability, good governance, and economic development in the region, as 

well as a commitment to resolving conflicts through diplomacy and dialogue. 

There is no doubt that the future of integration, stability, and cohesion in the region will 

depend largely on the legitimacy of politics, leadership, and the quality of governance. The 

lack of trust among leaders in the region appears to be a significant obstacle to cohesion. A 
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series of inter- and intra-regional dialogues could help find mutually beneficial solutions to 

the region’s major challenges.  
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