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Contentious Borders in the Middle 
East and North Africa
Context and Concepts

Raffaella a. Del SaRto, PhD*

Following the upheavals in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 
that began in 2010–2011, a major transformation of the regional state 
system in place since the end of the First World War seemed likely. 
While pundits were perhaps too quick to predict the collapse of the re-

gional order in the Middle East, the regional state system is undoubtedly under 
pressure. The aftermath of the Arab uprisings, which developed into civil wars in 
Libya, Syria and Yemen, affected many territorial borders in the region. The ter-
ritorial integrity of states has come under challenge from armed actors, with the 
potential to lead to their disintegration, and trafficking activities along regional 
borders have noticeably increased. Three cases stand out in particular: Libya’s po-
rous borders and the collapse of central authority after the fall of Gaddafi; the 
precarious security situation in Egypt, particularly in the Sinai; and the civil war 
in Syria, together with the advance of the self-declared Islamic State in Iraq and 
Syria (ISIS), or Daesh. Concurrently, we are witnessing the emergence of distinct 
political entities or quasi-states, with three very different examples in the form of 
ISIS, Iraqi Kurdistan and the Rojava–Northern Syria Democratic Federal System 
established by the Kurds in March 2016.

While borders in much of the MENA region were never hermetically sealed, 
the changing nature of borders and of their management in recent years is sig-
nificant at three different levels. First, at the level of international politics, current 
developments affect the capacity of states to exert sovereignty over their territory. 
This may potentially lead to a redrawing of borders in the region, entailing a 
profound transformation of the regional and international order. Second, at the 
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domestic level, the altered nature of borders and their management has impacts 
on the arrangements between the state and specific local or societal groups. For 
instance, specific actors have been empowered by their growing role in border 
management, with power shifts ‘at the borders’ potentially affecting domestic 
politics. Finally, at the regional level, developments in one state can easily affect 
events in another, as borders are, or have become, increasingly porous. The circula-
tion of weapons and of armed militants is the best example here. Thus, while we 
are currently witnessing a significant reconfiguration of power at the regional and 
domestic levels, the region has remained fragmented but it has also become in-
creasingly interconnected.

A comprehensive and theory-informed exploration of the impact of the cur-
rent political transition process in the MENA region on the nature and function 
of borders, with a particular focus on the issues of sovereignty and territoriality, is 
thus long overdue. Similarly, it is imperative to analyze the implications of these 
developments at the domestic, regional and international levels, while paying at-
tention to the multiple interdependencies between the three levels of analysis. 
This is particularly relevant as holistic approaches are generally lacking in the lit-
erature. This article aims to put the problem of contentious borders in a historical 
context, while also raising a number of conceptual issues.

The article sets out to analyze the currently contentious nature of many bor-
ders in the MENA region by considering the often conflicting configurations of 
state authority, legitimacy and territoriality over time, with the ‘Arab Spring’ up-
risings marking the most recent of a series of critical junctures. Through this con-
ceptual lens, the article provides a historical overview of key political develop-
ments and historical moments that have affected the configuration of these three 
elements from the formation of the modern state system in the Middle East up 
to the present. I will consider developments at the international, regional and 
domestic levels, with attention to the links between them. On the basis of this 
discussion, and considering both the current changes affecting borders in the 
MENA region and the high levels of fluidity attending scholarly debates, I will 
then address the question of whether prevailing conceptualizations of the state 
and its borders are adequate in arriving at a real understanding of past and present 
developments in the region.

Concepts and historical context
It has become fashionable to link the current upheaval in the MENA region 

to the specific conditions under which the state system in the Middle East was 
created—not least because of the stated obsession of ISIS with erasing the current 
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borders in the Middle East as allegedly established in the Sykes–Picot agreement 
of 1916.1 Of course, when discussing the current challenges to borders, sover-
eignty and statehood in the Middle East, history matters. However, which his-
torical and political processes are relevant, and how do we conceptualize the chal-
lenges to sovereignty and statehood? A number of observations are in order here.

First, the contestation of political authority and territoriality in the region is 
the result of very complex historical and political processes. Significantly, these 
processes generally also reflect the contentious legitimacy of the state and of po-
litical rule, a crucial feature of Middle Eastern politics up to the present.2 As 
discussed further below, the European colonial powers exported the Westphalian 
concept of the state to the region—although the concept itself was probably never 
as fully formed as imagined by subsequent scholarship. According to this model, 
borders were meant to define the authority of the state, its territory, and the 
population living within it, conceived of as a bounded political community. From 
the outset, however, and depending on where the borders were drawn and who 
was put in power within them, the legitimacy of many states and their borders 
remained contested. After independence, the regimes engaged in the processes of 
state- and nation-building within the parameters of the Westphalian state and 
according to a largely imported conception of politics. The tension between the 
Westphalian state model and the promotion of transnational identities, such as 
pan-Arabism and pan-Islamism in the case of Arab states, or the idea that the 
state was to represent world Jewry in the case of Israel, was never resolved. Re-
gional and external actors would exploit these tensions to advance their own po-
litical aims and interests. Likewise, the idea of the modern nation-state did not 
accommodate the existence of what would become important, often transnational, 
minorities in the region;3 nor was it compatible with ethnic, religious and tribal 
identities that continued to prevail in many of these states. Considering the ease 
with which difference along ethnic or religious lines can be exploited by specific 
actors for their own political ends (an observation applying to any part of the 
world), this set of mismatches was to haunt Middle Eastern states throughout the 
succeeding decades.

Second, the nature and origin of the various challenges to borders and state-
hood in the region are widely disparate. Some have their origins in the process of 
state- and nation-building. Others are the result of specific domestic policy 
choices over time. Still others can be associated with features of regional politics 
and developments, policies of external actors and/or global processes. The differ-
ent factors and developments originating at the domestic, regional and interna-
tional levels tend to intersect and interlink, often with region-wide implications.
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Third, the question of state autonomy in the MENA region is relevant. There 
are of course very different conceptualizations of the state and its formation,4 but 
the Westphalian state model undoubtedly continues to underpin both interna-
tional law and the practice of international politics. Similarly, Theda Skocpol’s 
famous definition of the state as “a set of administrative, policing, and military 
organizations headed, and more or less well coordinated by, an executive author-
ity” has remained influential.5 Considering that the Westphalian state model 
never fully corresponded to reality—not even in Europe, where it originated—its 
conceptual strength for analyzing past and current developments in the Middle 
East remains questionable.6 Similarly, Skocpol’s conception of the state, while 
useful, does not leave any room for differentiating between the diverse functions 
of the state. Nor does it address potentially different configurations of state–society 
relations, the territorial scope of state authority or the crucial question of legitimacy.

Specifically regarding the Arab Middle East, it has been argued that Arab 
states have been wrongly categorized as ‘strong states,’ as this ‘strength’ did not 
move beyond coercion and a corporatist social and economic model.7 Arab states 
remained weak in terms of institutions and the capacity for both wealth extraction 
from and the inclusion of their societies, or large parts of them. There has also 
been a tendency to see the state as a static, coherent and autonomous actor, a 
misleading conception that informed state-building policies in post-Saddam 
Iraq.8 At the same time, state borders are far more complex constructs than any 
simple line on a map would imply. An analysis of the Syrian–Iraqi border, for in-
stance, shows it to be characterized by an ever-evolving tension between resilience 
and degeneration. While it has lost certain key functions, the border still contin-
ues to define the rules of the game at the local, national and international levels, 
with the Iraqi and Syrian states still playing important roles.9 Hence, a strong 
focus on the presence of the state does not capture the interconnectedness of the 
region, the porousness and fluidity of borders, the overlapping and intersection of 
different kinds of borders, and the existence of those areas in between state bor-
ders that have been conceptualized as ‘borderlands.’10

Finally, and related to the previous point, sovereignty—a fundamental con-
cept as well as a founding practice of contemporary international relations—has 
remained an extremely ambiguous notion. There is an impressive range of per-
spectives on sovereignty in the literature, which cannot all be cited here; suffice it 
to say that the notion comprises related but distinct aspects, such as the interna-
tional legal sovereignty of states and domestic sovereignty.11 At present, the inter-
national sovereignty of MENA states is, arguably, far less an issue of contestation: 
in spite of the turmoil in Libya, Syria and Iraq, the international community still 
recognizes the international sovereignty of all states in the region. In fact, the 
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Middle Eastern state system with its colonial borders has remained surprisingly 
resilient.12 Domestic sovereignty, however, is far more problematic. Involving the 
effectiveness, legitimacy and territorial scope of state authority, this notion di-
rectly touches upon the configuration of state authority, borders and territoriality, 
and legitimacy.

Thus, a state-centric perspective may be helpful for a discussion of the inter-
national sovereignty of states and the international order in the MENA region. 
However, such an approach is not suited to capture the contestation of state au-
thority, the fragile or compromised territorial integrity of states or their legitimacy 
deficit. Equally, it cannot account for the changing functions of borders and their 
management, which in turn may affect the domestic sovereignty and territorial 
integrity of states. Nor is a state-centric perspective useful in assessing the inter-
play of domestic, regional and international developments in this context.

This article thus proposes to discuss the current pressures exerted on borders 
in the MENA region by considering the relationship between state authority, 
territoriality and regime legitimacy over time. Conceptually, the article borrows 
from Saskia Sassen’s seminal analysis of the history of nation-building and glo-
balization.13 While, for obvious reasons, the historical and geographical scope of 
this article is far less ambitious, the discussion will be attentive to the intersection 
of domestic, regional and international dynamics. Such an approach, it is argued, 
is extremely helpful in seeking to understand the origin and implications of many 
of the pressures currently bearing on the borders in the Middle East and 
North Africa.

States, borders and legitimacy in the creation of the modern 
Middle East

Profound disjuncture’s between state authority, legitimacy and territoriality 
lie at the heart of the state-formation process in the Middle East. As the Euro-
pean colonial powers drew many of the borders of the modern states in the 
Middle East after the end of Ottoman rule in the region, European colonial in-
terests and aspirations largely created a new regional order in the Middle East.

Certainly, many Arab countries, not to mention Iran or Turkey, had a history 
as distinct political and social units. For instance, the ‘imam–chief type’ system of 
Morocco, Yemen and Oman dates back to a period between the seventh and ninth 
centuries CE; Lebanon and Syria have been cultural and political centres since the 
Middle Ages; the political roots of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait go back to the sev-
enteenth century; and Egypt, Algeria and Tunisia emerged as ‘bureaucratic–military 
oligarchies’ in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.14 In the fourteenth cen-
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tury Ibn Khaldun, in his work Muqqadimah, described feelings of belonging and 
group solidarity (‘asabiyah) based on blood ties and geography, and non-sectarian 
nationalism certainly has a longer tradition than is commonly assumed, for ex-
ample in Iraq.15 Ilya Harik thus emphasizes that many countries in the Middle 
East are not only old societies but also ‘old states.’16 However, the responsibility 
for creating the ‘modern nation-state’ with defined borders, such as Syria, Leba-
non, Iraq, Jordan, Israel and the smaller Gulf monarchies, lies with the European 
colonial powers. In the Maghreb, where rule had been based on ‘tribal’ allegiances, 
the French and Spanish colonial powers imposed borders where there had been 
none, “regardless of any historical local pre-existing factors and without any con-
sultation with the local populations.”17

As a result of these processes of external imposition, and given the incapacity 
of many states to manage their disagreements, the territorial scope of state au-
thority remained contested. Border disputes continue to characterize the region, 
almost every MENA state having a border demarcation problem with its 
neighbor(s). To give just a few examples: Algeria and Morocco fought a border 
war in 1963, and the Western Sahara problem remains unresolved today; the 
Iran–Iraq War from 1980 to 1988 involved the question of control over the Shatt-
al-‘Arab waterway; Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 was motivated by, inter alia, 
a border dispute (the Iraqi regime under Saddam Hussein considered Kuwait an 
integral part of Iraq); Lebanon and Syria have a contested border; and borders are 
of course also a prominent factor in the Arab–Israeli conflict. In some rather rare 
cases, the redrawing of state borders resulted from peaceful negotiations, as for 
instance between Jordan and Saudi Arabia in 1956, between Jordan and Iraq in 
1982, and in the Arabian Peninsula in the 1980s and 1990s.18

Of course, all borders are artificial in one way or another, and the Middle 
East is no exception to this.19 Thinking specifically of geography, few of the bor-
ders in the Middle East and North Africa follow geographical features, such as 
rivers, mountains or deserts.20 Conversely, many state borders were defined ac-
cording to the old administrative boundaries of the Ottoman empire, which de-
limited different districts, sub-districts and provinces. Straight lines, particularly 
those cutting through deserts, are fairly frequent, reflecting British and French 
colonial officers’ use of the ruler when defining the borders of new states.21 In the 
Mashreq and in the Gulf, oil also played a prominent role in the colonial delinea-
tion of borders.22

Colonial policies towards different ethnic and religious groups contributed 
considerably to the friction between the legitimacy of state authority and its ter-
ritorial control. While Middle Eastern borders did not usually delineate ethnic or 
religious communities, the colonial powers often manipulated ethnic and religious 
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divisions for their own interests, following the old Roman strategy of ‘divide and 
rule.’ France created Lebanon, in which the Christian Maronites would become a 
majority—albeit a thin one—and sought to establish two distinct legal systems 
for Arabs and Berbers respectively in Morocco. Britain, on the other hand, con-
sented to the creation of a Jewish ‘national home’ in Palestine. Yet, in general, co-
lonial policies resulted in the creation of multi-ethnic and/or multi-confessional 
entities within the newly established borders. Moreover, particularly in the Arab 
Middle East, the colonial powers assigned authority to specific clans or tribes, 
which were not always local, reflecting their ignorance of local realities, strategic 
calculations, and a general sense of superiority.23 In some cases, the new ruling 
elites hailed from what would become ethnic or religious minorities within the 
newly composed citizenry, while some groups, such as the Kurds, the Palestinians 
and the Armenians, failed to obtain a state or were prevented from doing so. The 
problem of weak popular legitimacy of regimes in the Arab Middle East, which 
has remained a significant factor in explaining the contentious nature of borders 
in the region, is thus also deeply embedded in, and owes its origins to, colonial 
state-formation practices.

As the European colonial powers controlled the governance of, and admit-
tance to, the international system, the Middle East would remain under their 
control.24 Altogether, the new regional order was contested from the outset: a 
revolt against the British in Iraq took place in 1920; there were anti-British and 
anti-Zionist disturbances in Palestine from the 1920s on; and anti-French upris-
ings took place in Syria in 1925–1927. In Egypt, although it was nominally only 
a British protectorate, there were widespread revolts in 1919, after Britain initially 
wanted to prevent the Egyptian wafd (delegation) from attending the peace con-
ference in Versailles to present its claims for independence—which it eventually 
did, but without success. There was also resistance against European attempts to 
create zones of influence in Anatolia in 1922, with the resistance movement ral-
lying behind General Mustafa Kemal, or Atatürk. Thus, between the early twen-
tieth century and 1956, “the basic framework for Middle Eastern political life was 
firmly laid—together with many of its still unresolved problems involving disputed 
boundaries, ethnic and religious tensions and the existence of national minorities.”25

Subsequent developments in the process of state formation in the Middle 
East were no less significant—although within colonial history, the Middle East 
is by no means an exception. Indeed, the emergence of the state system in the 
Middle East in the interwar years, and the role played by the colonial powers in 
this process, are comparable to the experience of large parts of Africa and Asia.26 
Thus, within the new boundaries, state formation took place under strict imperial 
control, with the colonial powers aiming to expand the monopoly of force to the 
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territory of the state. In addition to a massive investment in the police and secu-
rity forces, usually at the expense of education, health and other social services, 
central administrations were established. The new borders, often challenged by 
nomads, became the subject of tight policing. As elsewhere, the states in the 
Middle East were generally subjected to colonial economic policies, entailing that 
the economy was geared towards the benefit of the nationals of the colonial pow-
ers, including European settlers, who forged alliances with the large landowners 
and sheikhs who controlled the rural areas.27 The distortion of political and eco-
nomic processes, at the expense of simple peasants and other population groups, 
was thus partly the result of the colonial powers’ reliance on specific segments of 
society to exert control over the territory under their formal rule.

The colonial practices of state formation also included attempts to create a 
territorially defined nationality, usually based on a population census. However, 
reflecting the practice of the Ottoman millet, specific ethnic or religious groups 
were given the right to manage their own affairs; and in some states (Lebanon 
being the best example), privileges were allocated on the basis of ethnic or reli-
gious communities. Once more, the old principle of divide and rule defined the 
management of religious and/or ethnic differences in the colonial state. Yet sec-
tarian politics not only contradicted the idea of the modern nation-state but also 
undermined the legitimacy of political rule from the outset.

The process of transferring political power after independence varied across 
the region, creating instability and a series of military coups. In all cases, however, 
the new rulers faced the challenge of how to reduce the tension between state 
authority and territoriality that they had inherited from the former colonial rulers. 
Perhaps an even greater challenge was to gain legitimacy in the eyes of the new 
citizens. The struggle for independence usually placed the nation-state at the cen-
tre, creating vested interests on a territorial basis. Thus, the leaders of an indepen-
dent and territorially defined nation-state promoted the idea of a national identity 
that was based on the Westphalian model and its inherent trinity of state territory, 
state authority and people. The new national loyalties, however, continued to co-
exist in an uneasy way with tribal, ethnic or religious identifications, as in the 
decolonization process in other parts of the world. As almost all states in the 
Middle East developed into autocratic regimes or dictatorships, often of a secular 
type, religious or ethnic groups that had now become national minorities often 
remained disfranchised.

Simultaneously, however, the idea of a greater Arab nation that transcended 
colonial borders remained influential.28 This feature distinguished the anti-colonial 
struggle in this area from the experience of many Asian and African states. As 
Arab regimes started engaging in the discourse of pan-Arab unity, tension with 
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the territorially defined national identity emerged, with pan-Arabism also affect-
ing the relationship between the legitimacy of political rule and the Arab states’ 
territorial scope. In the name of pan-Arabism, the 1950s and 1960s also witnessed 
frequent interferences in the domestic affairs of fellow Arab states, together with 
growing tensions and competition for regional hegemony within the Arab state 
system.29 As Etel Solingen notes, pan-Arabism thus camouflaged the fragility of 
the state while feeding assaults on the sovereignty of neighboring Arab states.30

In their quest for legitimacy, the new regimes often used or manipulated 
religion. The strategic use of religion certainly applies to the monarchies of Mo-
rocco and Jordan, where the kings regularly invoke their sharifian lineage to le-
gitimize their political authority.31 But even Egypt’s Gamal Abdel Nasser, the 
champion of secular pan-Arabism, used fatwas (religious rulings) to justify major 
policy decisions;32 he also chose to address the Egyptian people during the 1956 
Suez War from the pulpit of the Al-Azhar mosque. In addition to persisting 
ethnic and religious divisions and the frictions generated by pan-Arabism, the 
new regimes faced widespread poverty and illiteracy among their citizens, to-
gether with various developmental needs. They generally responded to these chal-
lenges by extending the powers of the state bureaucracy and the military.33 These 
measures would generally ensure the deference of the population, but they would 
not necessarily enhance the popular legitimacy of the regimes, from which derives 
much of the pressure exerted on the state and its boundaries in the Middle East 
that we see at today. While colonialism laid the foundations of the contentious 
nature of statehood and sovereignty, specific domestic practices of state- and 
nation-building after independence, together with regional and international 
policies and developments, would increase the pressures exerted on MENA bor-
ders even further.

Authority, legitimacy and territoriality after independence

The politicization of religion and religious sectarianism

The rise of political Islam and the growing politicization of religious sectari-
anism have been, and continue to be, major factors affecting the relationship be-
tween authority, legitimacy and territoriality in the Middle East. Postulating reli-
gious identifications as the only valid organizing principle of politics, political 
Islam and religious sectarianism have emerged as extremely powerful challengers 
to the legitimacy of political rule. The rise of Islamism and sectarianism is a result 
of a range of domestic, regional and international dynamics, with individual 
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agency being crucial in the process of manipulating religious identities for po-
litical ends.

The idea that the religious community, the umma, should be the basis of 
socio-political life goes back to Islamic modernism, the movement that emerged 
under the leadership of the highly influential scholar Jamal ad-Din al-Afghani 
and his follower Mohammed ‘Abduh in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
Islamic modernism was a defensive reaction to European colonialism, but it also 
sought to modernize Islamic faith and to reconcile it with western values, such as 
nationalism, rationality and progress. The early Islamist movements, such as 
Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, adopted these ideas, thus opposing non-religious 
rule and, theoretically, the very concept of the modern nation-state.

Religious and sectarian tensions have always existed in the MENA region, 
with the 15 years of civil war in Lebanon between 1975 and 1990 being an ex-
treme example here. Specifically the schism between Sunni and Shi’a Islam, going 
back to the seventh century, has a very long history. However, this division became 
politically relevant mainly during the Safavid dynasty’s rule over the Iranian em-
pire between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, leading subsequently to the 
establishment of different zones of influence between Sunni and Shi’a Islam. 
Many ethnicities in the region, such as the Kurds, had and have Sunni and Shi’a’ 
branches whose ethnic identity existed, and continues to exist, in parallel to a 
sectarian identity. It should also be noted that sectarian clashes in medieval times 
were very different from those in the age of the nation-state, when belonging was 
radically redefined.34

Political Islam, in its different forms, and religious sectarianism had thus 
been present in MENA societies for a long time, but were formerly far less sig-
nificant in the political marketplace. This would change in the aftermath of the 
Arab defeat in the 1967 war with Israel, which dealt the final blow to pan-Arabism 
as a political practice.35 Two additional factors would contribute to the strength-
ening of political Islam. First, Islamism filled a void left by the violent suppression 
of left-wing secular political opposition throughout the Middle East, in which 
western powers had often acquiesced in the Cold War context. Second, the 
strengthening of Islamist movements, which often succeeded in presenting them-
selves as the only non-corrupt opposition and which frequently provided social 
and educational services where the state had failed, was often the result of a pro-
cess of being co-opted or being granted greater room for maneuver by the respec-
tive regimes. This occurred often for domestic political reasons linked to the quest 
for legitimacy, as exemplified by the case of Egypt under Sadat.

As for religious sectarianism more specifically, in the context of the nation-
state the Sunni–Shi’a divide obtained a growing political importance once politi-
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cal leaders decided to invoke it, usually for their own political ends. Sectarianism 
thus served as a powerful tool used by aspiring rulers to legitimize their quest for 
power, while defying the legitimacy of incumbent regimes. It is no coincidence 
that the 1970s witnessed the substitution of the traditional Shi’a leadership by a 
new generation of politicized religious leaders. This resulted in a reassertion of 
Shi’a identity in all Middle Eastern states in which the Shi’as were a marginalized 
minority, that is, all states except for Iran and Iraq. Following the 1979 revolution, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran would further instrumentalize the Sunni–Shi’a di-
vide in its attempts to increase the regime’s legitimacy both domestically and re-
gionally. As Olivier Roy observes, this divide had been more or less contained by 
the early 1990s, particularly after Iran’s defeat in the eight-year-long war against 
Iraq.36 However, while the Iranian Revolution undoubtedly triggered the revival 
of political Islam in general, the rise of religious identifications must also be put 
into the context of a general religious revival and the strengthening of ethno-religious 
movements across the region since the late 1970s, including in Israel.37

The continuous rise of (partly radical) Islamist preferences in the region may 
also be linked to the as yet unresolved Israeli–Palestinian and wider Arab–Israeli 
conflicts, which provide a perfect breeding ground. Concurrently, the Arab/
Palestinian–Israeli conflict is increasingly framed in ethno-religious terms. In-
deed, the claim that the Arab–Israeli and Israeli–Palestinian conflicts do not in-
volve land and borders, but rather pit ‘the Jews’ against ‘the Arab/Muslim world’ 
in existential terms, has become prominent in the region, including in Israel. 
However, this is just another example of the instrumentalization of religion in the 
context of a conflict that revolves around borders, territory and statehood. More 
recently, the political bankruptcy of the Palestinian Authority in the face of con-
tinuous Israeli settlement expansion, over two decades after the signing of the 
Oslo Accords, in the territories Israel occupied in 1967, has further contributed to 
the rise of Islamist preferences. Together with the problems of corruption and 
mismanagement that characterize the Palestinian Authority, these factors un-
doubtedly contributed to the popularity of the Palestinian Hamas. It is worth 
noting, in this context, that borders in the Israeli–Palestinian context are strongly 
contested, with Israel’s control over the Palestinian territories it occupies compris-
ing a complex and fragmented configuration of different types of borders pertain-
ing to territory, people and rights.38

It is also significant that the export of Islamist fundamentalism and sectari-
anism by different states in the region, together with the funding of jihadist 
movements, has a long history. This includes Wahhabi Saudi Arabia (which pro-
vided funding to Al-Qaeda), together with some Gulf monarchies and Iran. In 
fact, the information and communications technology revolution and the growing 
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access to internet and satellite TV did not necessarily have the effect of spreading 
education and democracy in the Middle East and beyond, as many had hoped. 
The broadcasting of extremist and illiberal versions of Islamist preaching has in-
creased as well, generally facilitated by public and private funding from the 
Gulf region.

To what extent do Islamist movements pose a challenge to the configuration 
of authority, territoriality, and legitimacy in the region? Most Islamist movements, 
of which the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood and its offshoots were traditionally 
the most important ones, contest the legitimacy and authority of state regimes, 
particularly of the secularist republics. However, most of these movements do not 
necessarily challenge the territorial scope of the state in practice. Indeed, while 
advocating the unity of the transnational Islamic umma, most of these movements 
had been contestants for political power within a specific political system delin-
eated by state borders.39 Smaller fundamentalist groups resorted to violence in 
seeking to topple the regime, as for example in Egypt in the 1990s and during the 
Algerian civil war in the same decade. However, their ambitions usually remained 
focused on the territorially defined state as well.

In contrast to those Islamist movements that do not recognize state borders 
according to their ideology but accept them in their political practice, Salafi or 
jihadist movements pursue very different objectives, as discussed by Mohamed-
Ali Adraoui.40 These movements, of which Al-Qaeda and more recently ISIS are 
the most notable examples, usually try to revise internationally recognized state 
borders or physically erase them. As is well known, the origins of Al-Qaeda are to 
be found in the exploitation of religious identities by the West to defeat Marxism 
and the Soviet presence in Afghanistan in the Cold War context. The attention 
given to Islamist fundamentalists and terrorist groups that operate beyond state 
borders increased considerably after 9/11.41 Concurrently, the 2000s witnessed 
not only the expansion of the Al-Qaeda network throughout the Maghreb and 
the Mashreq, but also the franchising of ‘global jihad.’ Hence, these movements 
defy both the internal and international facets of sovereignty, together with the 
regional state system as a whole.

Armies, economics and development

Another factor exerting pressure on the relationship between territoriality 
and state legitimacy is the fact that the region is well armed and has experienced 
decades of recurrent conflicts and wars. While domestic coercion usually relies on 
the army and the security services,42 disputed borders and the desire to cement 
authoritarian rule against the backdrop of a generally weak popular legitimacy are 
the main reasons for the region’s high level of militarization. Compared to south 
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Asia, for instance, between 1997 and 2006 the ratio of military expenditure in the 
Middle East to GNP was almost four times as high, military expenditure per 
capita on average three times as high and arms delivery twelve times as high.43 
Since the 1990s the MENA region has been the most heavily militarized in the 
world, in terms of military expenditures both in total and as a proportion of GDP.44

The central role of the army in Middle Eastern states became linked with 
specific economic policy choices. In the Arab republics, the military obtained im-
portant economic privileges, with the result that the military–industrial complex 
intersected with policies of state-led industrialization based on import substitu-
tion. Oil-rich states developed their rentier economies, with the ‘Dutch disease’45 
affecting the region at large. While these policies sustained authoritarianism, they 
were generally “unable to deliver resources and services to constituencies previ-
ously mobilized through revolutionary or nationalist fervor” in the Arab repub-
lics.46 Conversely, the oil-rich monarchies could allow themselves literally to buy 
the population’s deference. In both cases, however, the legitimacy of political rule 
remained weak.

The pampering of dictators by the West, for the sake of stability and its own 
economic interests (arms sales included),47 has contrasted with rapidly worsening 
socio-economic conditions in most MENA states. Over recent decades, economic 
growth has generally been low and unequal, while populations are growing rap-
idly, leading to elevated unemployment rates, particularly among the young. High 
military expenditure in the region, particularly compared to the relatively small 
budgets for health and education, has further undermined economic develop-
ment. Concurrently, the neo-liberal restructuring of the authoritarian state has 
produced ever-widening gaps between rich and poor, weakening the state’s legiti-
macy even further.48 Particularly in the absence of democratic reforms, the neo-
liberal prescriptions for development resulted in the emergence of new economic 
elites linked to political power, together with growing alienation and discontent 
in the population at large.

Domestic economic policies have been interlocking with international pre-
scriptions, however, as states have been pressured by the West to adopt the neo-
liberal model of development. The policies of the nearby EU, in particular—the 
largest trading partner of many MENA states—resulted in a further fragmenta-
tion within and along state borders. As neo-liberal economic policies increasingly 
connect the political and economic elites in many Middle Eastern states to the 
economic elites of the EU and its member states, some regimes were also co-
opted into the EU’s security policies and the governance of migration control.49 
Against the background of the continuing Syrian civil war and the mass migra-
tion of Syrian (and other) refugees to Europe, the EU’s attempts to co-opt Turkey 
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into the prevention of unwanted migration is perhaps the best example.50 With 
the Mediterranean MENA increasingly turning into EU borderlands,51 many 
borders between Europe and the MENA region have witnessed processes of dis-
aggregation, multiplication and, partially, ‘outsourcing.’ In other words, while 
governments of MENA states selectively participate in the management of the 
EU’s borderlands, very different types of borders regulate the circulation of differ-
ent types of goods and different categories of people, with those regulating the 
flow of goods (and of MENA elites) being increasingly open, and those applying 
to unwanted migrants being closed. There has also been a proliferation of borders 
stopping unwanted migrants. While the EU is involved in exporting border man-
agement practices to its southern Mediterranean neighbors—conveniently adapted 
to the regional context, as pointed out by Simone Tholens52—many borders be-
tween MENA states and their respective hinterlands have become increasingly 
impermeable and closed. Sovereignty, territorial control and state authority, then, 
have been undergoing an important reconfiguration in the EU–MENA context.

The role of the US intervention in Iraq

Undoubtedly, the events following 9/11, and particularly the US-led inva-
sion of Iraq, marked a significant turning-point in the recent history of the Mid-
dle East. As is well known, the toppling of Saddam Hussein created a power 
vacuum in the region. In the resulting chaos Iran expanded its role and other re-
gional powers began to intervene. The US attempt to democratize Iraq by intro-
ducing sectarian politics, used by the Al-Maliki government at the expense of 
Sunni Iraqis, contributed to a rise in Shi’a influence and a striking increase in 
sectarian violence in the area.53 Concurrently, Iran became more assertive after 
the defeat of the Taliban in Afghanistan and in particular of the arch-enemy Sad-
dam Hussein of Iraq, while Hezbollah gained power in Lebanon. The US-led 
intervention in Iraq and its aftermath thus contributed significantly to the grow-
ing territorialization and militarization of confrontation between Sunnis and 
Shi’as in the Middle East, fundamentally disturbing the configuration of author-
ity, territoriality and legitimacy in the region.

However, external intervention also laid the foundations for the emergence 
of an autonomous Kurdish region in northern Iraq. The emergence of a Kurdish 
quasi-state in Iraq followed the imposition of no-fly zones in northern and south-
ern Iraq during and after the 1991 Gulf War and was facilitated by the breakdown 
of state authority in Iraq after the US-led invasion of 2003. Over time the Kurds 
have changed their political aspirations, from the idea of a greater pan-Kurdistan 
to autonomy, and perhaps secession, in northern Iraq, and some sort of confed-
eration in Turkey, Syria and Iran. The recent formation of the Kurdish quasi-state 
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in northern Iraq is best explained by the inter-linkage of external factors and 
successful domestic coalition-building, as Johannes Jüde argues.54 This quasi-state 
represents yet another challenge—this time from within—to the Iraqi state, its 
legitimacy and its borders, and to the broader territorial status quo in the region.

The Arab uprisings and their aftermath

The wave of Arab uprisings that swept through the region after 2011 un-
doubtedly represents the culmination of the Arab regimes’ legitimacy deficit. The 
aftermath of the uprisings also witnessed a combination of (often mutually rein-
forcing) domestic, regional and international factors, all potentially undermining 
the authority and the territorial integrity of the states in the MENA region. What 
had started as peaceful protest movements in most Arab states degenerated in 
most cases, perhaps with the exception of little Tunisia, into violence. In Syria, the 
brutal repression of the demonstrations by the Assad regime soon developed into 
a civil war, entailing a growing erosion of central authority and the regime’s loss 
of territorial control over large swathes of the country. Regional powers and non-
state actors (including Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, Turkey, Iran and Hezbollah) 
started intervening, each funding its own militias, or, as in the case of the Leba-
nese Hezbollah, taking part in the fighting. Involvement in the civil war by the 
United States and other western powers, as well as by Russia on the other side, 
added yet another layer of external power intervention, further complicating a 
peaceful resolution of the conflict.55 Libya is struggling to retain a single govern-
ment, with tribal militias fighting each other, nationalists opposing Islamists, 
revolutionaries fighting former Gaddafi elites, and regional actors (such as Egypt 
and the United Arab Emirates) picking their sides. In the Libyan case, central 
authority and territoriality are currently non-existent, with large domestic groups 
opposing (and fighting) the internationally recognized government led by Fayyez 
al-Serraj. Egypt witnessed a period of markedly sectarian and exclusionist politics 
under the democratically elected government of Mohammed Morsi of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, which was subsequently deposed by a military coup. While the 
military regime under ‘Abd-el Fattah al-Sisi is even more repressive than Mubarak’s 
rule ever was, the internal fragmentation has increased, with the now outlawed 
Muslim Brotherhood and different jihadist groups challenging the state, its le-
gitimacy, and its territorial control in the Sinai.

Altogether, many borders in the Middle East have become more porous, al-
lowing for an easier circulation of migrants and armed fighters, as well as of traf-
ficked goods. The circulation of arms, deriving from the weapons depots of de-
posed dictators or imported from abroad, has increased throughout the region, 
with Libya looming particularly large. The case of the Egyptian–Libyan border, 
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discussed by Thomas Hüsken, shows that even before the uprisings, central au-
thority never fully reached the borderlands, with specific groups based on kinship 
managing large segments of the border, in agreement with the state. For those 
tribes, cross-border activities, which we would define as smuggling, are a socially 
embedded activity. Before the fall of Gaddafi, it was mainly focused on consumer 
goods; but once the uprisings in Libya started, the porousness of the border al-
lowed for the smuggling of weapons.56 Here, the structure of the trans-boundary 
movement of goods was already in place, although the filtering function changed. 
The porousness of many borders in the region also sheds light on its intercon-
nectedness, as the self-declared integration by ISIS of the Libyan city of Derna 
into its realm in mid-November 2014 demonstrated. Since 2015, jihadists pledg-
ing allegiance to ISIS have also been present in the Egyptian Sinai.

The growing pressure on borders since the Arab uprisings is expressed in the 
challenges mounted by violent and armed groups to the status quo all over the 
region, from Tunisia and Libya through the Sinai to Syria and Iraq. This develop-
ment was enabled in the first place by the enduring legitimacy deficit of many of 
these states, coupled with the failure to exert central authority over their territory. 
The rise of the self-declared Islamic State, which developed from Al-Qaeda in 
Iraq and other Sunni jihadist groups, is the most obvious example. Profiting from 
the changing power structure in Iraq and the civil war in Syria, the initial strength-
ening of ISIS drew on the convergence of interests of different regional players, 
local groups and tribes.57 These alliances are, however, neither transparent nor 
stable, as we have seen. Although ISIS has been losing control over territory since 
the start of the US-led air strikes in mid-2014, it is expansionist in nature and 
aims at redrawing the borders of the Middle East according to sectarian lines. 
ISIS may not constitute a major threat to the state system in the Middle East in 
its entirety, but it undoubtedly challenges Syria and Iraq’s claims to sovereignty 
and statehood.

Regional actors are significantly contributing to the further erosion of the 
legitimacy of the state and its territorial control. Saudi Arabia and the smaller 
Gulf states have increased their involvement in North Africa and the Middle 
East, spreading Wahhabi and Salafi ideas that challenge the legitimacy of incum-
bent regimes and providing funding to their clients.58 Iran, the long-time ally of 
the Lebanese Hezbollah, also supports and funds Shi’a militias in Syria and Iraq. 
Incumbent regimes and regional powers alike instrumentally use sectarianism to 
advance their interests and justify their claims.59 The breakdown of law and order 
in Syria, Libya and, to some extent, Iraq undoubtedly provides a fertile ground for 
pan-Islamist and jihadist groups in the struggle for power amid shifting alliances, 
rival interests and external interventions.60 However, precisely because of these 
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shifting alliances and interests, the degree of ISIS’s local support and social resil-
ience, and thus its political survival in the long term, remain open to question.

In turn, real or perceived threats to state authority and territorial integrity 
have fuelled an impressive pace of militarization in the region since the beginning 
of the Arab uprisings.61 This trend has resulted in persistent or growing coercion 
at home as well as military interventions in regional conflicts abroad, with Egypt 
under Al-Sisi and Saudi Arabia being prime examples. While coercion does not 
increase the popular legitimacy of the regimes, meddling in the domestic affairs of 
neighboring states only tends to increase the instability of the region as a whole, 
prompting even stronger militarization. In respect of the challenges to sovereignty, 
legitimacy and regional order, the interconnectedness between domestic and re-
gional factors forms a dangerous vicious circle.

Due to the dynamics described here, the modalities of border control have 
undergone profound changes in many areas. New de facto borders have emerged, 
for example in Syria and Iraq. Iraqi Kurdistan has continued its path towards 
autonomy, and perhaps statehood and the Kurdish-controlled area in northern 
Syria may go the same way. In the course of the current civil war in Syria, the 
newly emergent internal borders are controlled by different armed factions, while 
different parties—the Assad regime, various armed opposition groups or the 
Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD)—also control segments of the country’s 
external borders. The evolving nature of the management of these borders, and the 
presence of different formal and informal border regimes along them, reflects the 
state of play of the military confrontation at any given moment. As Leïla Vignal 
argues, different areas with competing authorities and legitimacies have emerged, 
along with new borderlands that are the object of competition for control and 
intense trans-border activity.62

As regards Syria’s external borders, the border regime also has an impact on 
relations with neighboring states. A change in the management of the border re-
flecting both internal and international dynamics is apparent in the case of Turkey, 
which moved from an initially rather permeable border with Syria to an imper-
meable one, albeit in a highly selective way. The variation in the management of 
the border, in turn, had a profound impact on Turkey’s domestic politics. The 
Turkish case is particularly interesting as it points to the intrinsic relationship 
between altered patterns of border management and domestic affairs, as high-
lighted by Asli Okyay.63 Thus, the initially porous border with Syria reflected 
Ankara’s political and material support for an Islamist alternative to Assad’s re-
gime, while the subsequent closing of the border expressed the Turkish govern-
ment’s firm objection to the materialization of an autonomous Kurdish area across 
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the border in Syria. This objection is largely driven by Turkey’s own preoccupation 
with statehood and sovereignty in the face of the unsettled Kurdish issue at home.

The state and its boundaries in the Middle East:  
new concepts required?

This article has proposed an analysis of contested borders in the MENA 
region since the Arab uprisings by considering the development of the relation-
ship between state authority, territoriality and legitimacy over time. This approach 
helps to shed light on the origin and nature of the pressures currently being ex-
erted on MENA borders, while accounting for the interplay of different factors 
that originate at different levels of analysis. This perspective permits us to aggre-
gate the variety of developments that are resulting in a region-wide challenge to 
the borders in the Middle East at present. While the approach adopted here may 
certainly be broadened in time and scope, it may also be worthwhile to explore 
alternative conceptualizations of the state and its borders, so as to assess the im-
pact of the contentious nature of MENA borders since the uprisings of 2011.

For instance, it may be useful to rethink the historical context of state forma-
tion by focusing on the delineation of different hierarchies of spaces through dif-
ferent frontiers and boundaries over time.64 Similarly, a focus on the changing 
composition of territory, authority and rights throughout the ages, as Sassen pro-
posed in another geographical context, may be helpful.65 In this vein, during the 
Ottoman empire, the configuration of authority, territorial control and rights 
varied across the region and shifted over time, with the Sublime Porte exercising 
different forms of direct and indirect control over the various provinces of the 
empire. The colonial state in the Middle East presented yet another specific con-
figuration of authority, territorial control and rights. As noted above, in this phase 
rights were granted, for instance, to those segments of society that were involved 
in controlling parts of the territory, such as large landowners, tribal sheikhs and 
European settlers. This pattern changed dramatically in most states after indepen-
dence, as the new rulers sought to exert direct control over people and territory 
with the help of the army and the security apparatus. A focus on rights may thus 
yield additional insights into the different pathways taken by sovereignty, state-
hood and the legitimacy of state authority in the region.

Likewise, most scholars would agree that borders are complex institutions 
regulating the degree of exclusion and inclusion, the degree of permeability and 
the modalities of trans-boundary movement.66 Thus it may be helpful to unpack 
the specific function, nature and management of different types of MENA bor-
ders, and to observe the changes that have taken place in these factors over time. 
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This approach draws on the idea of disaggregating different types and functions 
of borders from one another, as in the case of the changing patterns of control of 
Syria’s external and new internal borders, discussed by Vignal, and the manage-
ment of the Libyan–Egyptian border, discussed by Hüsken.67 Similarly, although 
the myriad borders imposed by Israel in the West Bank may differ widely in their 
nature—physical, legal or functional—their definition and management by Israel 
is also a clear expression of power relations.68

In this context, it may be useful to follow Rainer Bauböck’s differentiation of 
territorial borders according to two structural characteristics: namely, permeabil-
ity and stability over time.69 He thus distinguishes between stable and permeable 
borders (membranes), stable and impermeable borders (walls) and unstable and 
impermeable borders (barricades). Indeed, from this perspective a set of questions 
about borders are relevant for our purpose. Are specific borders territorial or func-
tional, or both? Do they relate to people or goods, or both? Are they porous or 
closed, fixed or mobile? Has there been a change in their permeability? Have they 
moved or multiplied? What is their specific function, and who manages and con-
trols them? What are the domestic, regional and international implications of the 
function and scope of borders and what is the impact of possible changes in their 
function and scope? This set of questions allows for a problematizing of the nature 
as well as the territorial dimension of state sovereignty and autonomy, together 
with the configuration of state–society relations. This, in turn, may be extremely 
useful in attempting to capture the domestic, regional and international dimen-
sions of the current state of affairs in the Middle East. In a similar vein, it is es-
sential to integrate theories of state formation and state failure into our analyses, 
as Louise Fawcett argues.70

Developments in the region since the Arab uprisings may also validate a 
quite different conceptualization of the state and its borders: one that focuses on 
the centre of gravity. According to this model, “the concept of centre of gravity 
identifies centres that do indeed hold even as their boundaries are increasingly 
fuzzy.”71 Here, a distinction is made between the military–fiscal centre of gravity, 
the political centre of gravity and the cultural centre of gravity, which may or may 
not overlap. While it may be necessary to add other centres of gravity to this 
model, it is important that the model stipulate the fuzziness and fluidity of bor-
ders, together with the existence of different cores and peripheries within ‘the 
state.’ Thus, it can also easily accommodate the concept of borderlands. This is not 
to say that we should start thinking of the Middle East as ‘tribes with flags,’ as the 
veteran Egyptian diplomat Tahseen Bashir famously put it, or that we are likely 
to go back to the ages of empire. These conceptions of Middle Eastern politics 
would be an exaggeration, particularly since many of the national and territorially 
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based identities in the Middle East are surprisingly strong—perhaps against the 
odds. In fact, their resilience will determine the survival of the state system in the 
region in the long run. By accommodating the stubborn persistence of states as 
the most significant element in the theory and practice of international relations, 
the centre of gravity model may indeed be a useful starting-point in thinking 
about the current regional order and its transformation. In other words, the state 
system in the Middle East is still relevant, and the ‘Westphalian’ state model is, 
and is likely to remain, the basis of contemporary international relations. How-
ever, it seems increasingly imperative to consider the concept of the Westphalian 
state as a shell, which is functional for the purpose of international relations, but 
which in practice contains different models and concepts with a greater explana-
tory power. Domestic politics matter, including the crucial question of the domes-
tic legitimacy of state authority. Different configurations of authority, territoriality 
and legitimacy are possible. Similarly, the links between domestic, regional and 
international politics in defining the nature of sovereignty and territoriality are 
highly relevant and cannot be ignored.

Whether these or alternative concepts are useful in capturing current events 
in the Middle East, what their limits are, and whether it is possible to let go of the 
ideal-type Westphalian concept of the state and its borders from an analytical 
perspective are key questions.
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