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Participants in the closed round table 
discussion on the role of international 
powers and organizations in the 
security architecture of the MENA 
region challenged the assumptions 
behind the debate. The experts 
participating were unanimous in 
questioning the applicability of the 
term “architecture” in the discussion 
of security in the Middle East and 
North Africa. Similarly, participants 
doubted the very existence of the 
MENA region as a uniform body 
whose present borders were drawn 
from outside and questioned the 
motives that guide global powers in 
managing security matters in the 
region. The level of scepticism 
expressed by these experts reflects just 
how much the building blocks of the 
debate itself, which have been seen as 
a given for decades, fail to reflect the 
complexities of the issues that haunt 
the region in the 21st century. 
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Architecture by default has an element 
of design to it, something created by an 
architect. Seen through a geopolitical 
lens, an architect becomes a hegemon 
that designs the security framework. 
This vision of security in the region is 
a legacy of the post-colonial system in 
the Middle East as well as the Cold 
War, in which external powers were 
security guarantors to their clients. 

The rapidly-changing international 
power balance also underpins the 

dangers that this security architecture 
bears for the region. The definition of 
who is a great power and who is liable 
to dictate the rules of security in the 
Middle East and elsewhere has 
undergone significant changes over 
the 20th century. First, we saw Britain 
and France battling for influence in the 
region, ending in an extremely volatile 
security architecture and an artificial 
dividing line imposed in 1916. With 
the disintegration of the colonial 
system, the United States and the 
Soviet Union came to fill the void, 
establishing their own security designs 
essentially based on armed parity 
between proxy states. With the fall of 
the USSR the United States became the 
sole hegemon in the Middle East, 
resulting in growing responsibilities 
for the country as a regional policeman 
for whom, following the 9/11 attacks, 
domestic security came to be tied to 
stability in the MENA. America’s role 
around the globe is changing and is 
contested by many, including a 
resurgent Russia and China which are 
beginning to see stability in the Middle 
East as central to their own security. 

There are two levels of interpenetrability 

affecting the Middle East: global powers 

penetrating the region and regional states 

penetrating each other. The reason 

interpenetrability is crucial is because most 

regional states are weak to begin with, 

while penetration by external powers can 

lead them to collapse. 
















