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The world order which came out of the Second World War is a distant memory. Many events 

have led to its end. Some of such events became symbols of transition to a new world. Moreover, 

according to some, they represented the end of the history itself. That history with capital "H".  

The exultation of those deluded that the ultimate and predetermined goal of global emancipation was 

behind the corner had to leave room for deflagrating contradictions and conflicts never dimmed or 

never envisaged. After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the chorus of 

media, intellectuals and many analysts prophesied a present-day peace future inside a unipolar 

world led by U.S. safeguard, both politically and militarily, and animated by the ideology of savage 

global liberalism. However, the "invisible hand" became the new undisputed sovereign and 

plundered state giants (from the former Soviet Union to the free Europe), subsequently had to deal 

with the inexorable return of the national interests. Therefore, though the 1990s were the culmination 

of a unipolar illusion, in reality, it was nothing more than a decade of incubation for a new era of 

tensions and conflicts. This was in spite of those who had sanctioned the end of History.  

The first decades of the 21st century were characterized by a fluid global structure in search 

of definition, with a myriad of decision-makers and centres of powers, increasingly determined and 

able to impose their own wills. Wherever a sphere of influence expands, another one is reduced, 

creating conditions for an international framework that, after the transient stage of unipolar illusion, 

opened the door to a multipolar era. This is why a precarious global equilibrium imposed and 

established itself, with an increasingly acephalous order characterized by the emergence of several 

regional organizations. For many state entities as well as non-state actors such paradigm shift has 

meant a great reset, bringing back claims that in previous decades had never found a solution and 

were stowed, for the moment, in the drawer. Competition for resource allocation, water and energy 

supplies have expanded and added to conflicts for the determination of influence spheres. Territorial 

claims of States willing to impose their own hegemonic agenda based on national interest; claims of 

independence or autonomy built on ethnic or religious basis within fossilized state entities which 

proved to be unable to handle new phenomena.  

An important aspect of these developments is the concept of "national interest". Although this 

controversial concept had been generally banned from the political discourse of the post-WWII era, 

even superpowers preferred to start talking about "national security" instead of it. It was necessary 

to keep pace with the new "moral" of politics. So the concept of national interest became a mere 

synonymous with nationalism and all the worst abominations occurred before the so-called "Yalta 

order". Although it was banned by the dictionary of international and national politics, the last decade 

of the past century has been characterized by the clear emergence of instances inspired by the such 

national interest. In this re-emergence of such scorned concept, the 21st century enshrined its public 

re-affirmation, albeit often in the most truculent forms due to the evident difficulty of providing a clear 

definition of goals within a comprehensive paradigm of phenomena. 

However so far, there have been no serious systemic adjustments in accordance with such 

new precarious equilibrium on international political level. Even though the world was changing, as 

it is physiologically natural in the world of becoming, its "self-government" mechanisms of the 

international community have remained unchanged, increasingly losing the ability to solve the 

solvable. Such growing inability left plenty of room for manoeuvre to initiatives at the hands of 

individual states or groups of states, further fuelling the global conflict rate and the chronicisation of 

crises. Conflict aggravated by the emergence of new states and non-state actors, bearers of their 

respective interests, each with its own agenda.  
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Among the state actors, new economic or demographic giants (often both) decided to gain more 

space and decisiveness (assertive or aggressive) to the detriment of previous hegemonies and 

equilibriums. And also non-state entities have been capable of affecting states and having an impact 

among states. Thus, a multiplication of interest centres made it even more complex to reach 

agreements able to reconcile the various goals of several agendas. 

 

Three paradigmatic conflicts 

The effort to select conflicts according to their chronicity in the Levantine and North African 

areas is not a complex issue. There is no shortage of cases. The difficulty lies in making a selection 

of the most critical ones. Therefore, by way of example, it has been decided to identify three cases 

that can represent the same number of models to which other cases may be brought.  

The first one concerns a conflict that has been going on for more than a century and, in addition 

to being the most enduring, is the one that boasts the highest degree of chronicity: the conflict 

between Israelis and Palestinians. Here the elements considered vital by the parties in the field are 

irreconcilable by their very nature and have always been the core of the conflict itself. A disputed 

land where, on the one hand, there are those who do not intend to recognize the legitimacy of a state 

and who, on the other hand, will not give up the ultimate nature of their state. In the long decades of 

clashes, several proposals spurred by extemporaneous and futile reconciliation opportunities have 

failed, with their innumerable solutions of splitting into two distinct entities, or with the more optimistic 

hypothesis of merging the two peoples into a single political community. Within this paradigm there 

are other "historically" unresolved conflicts, which are still frozen in their irreconcilability. Among them 

the conflict between Morocco and Saharawi, but also the one between Israel and Hezbollah, ready 

to re-explode cyclically. 

The second conflict is genuinely contemporary and concerns the Syrian crisis, in the wake of 

the permanent instability juncture in the region started with the so-called " "Arab Spring". In this case 

the involved parties are significant and, above all, outside Syria itself. This has been a conflict played 

within Syrian borders, but runs on the ambitions of those regional powers who are in search of new 

spaces to be hegemonised. Such typology of conflict can be defined as "classical" in relation to the 

nature of the objective (protection / extension of hegemony) and, at the same time, "contemporary" 

in relation to its method of conduct. Its chronicity is directly proportional, on the one hand, to the 

persistence of those who have invested efforts in extending their hegemony and, on the other hand, 

to the firmness of those who act to preserve their relatively advantageous position.  

At the same time, it will be crucial to understand what will be the final equilibria's definitions. In 

this regard, an important risk factor in terms of chronicity is represented by the de-escalation areas' 

variable. If this instrument has proved to be useful for a relative and limited silence of weapons, 

contributing to create a climate of partial openness to dialogue, these areas could potentially turn 

into no-man's land left to the government of jihadist groups with all that this implies. Much of the risk 

of chronicity lies in the transience of such de-escalation zones. If these become stable, structural 

and institutionalized, they will lay the foundations for a very difficult situation to be reverse: on the 

one hand, the government of Damascus with the control of much of its territory and, on the other, 

some "takfiristan" in peripheral areas of the country. A scenario that, if it ever occurs, would give an 

unambiguous proof of all its chronicity.  

The third conflict presents a political nature, irradiating in a horizontal way. In fact, it does not 

concern a specific country or territory, but is transverse to all countries in the Arab-Islamic region 

and, often, insinuates in other conflicts (e.g. Syrian crisis). However, despite its essentially political 

nature, this kind of conflict takes on sometimes "confessional" shape sometimes "ethnic" 

appearance. Therefore, if its causes and objectives are merely political - or geopolitical - its means, 

its vocabulary and its operational syntax appear to be ethnic-confessional.  
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In addition, depending on the context, such phenomenon appears more or less accentuated, 

developing its own characteristics in each context. Unlike other "territorial" conflicts, in fact, it does 

not necessarily run along political or administrative boundaries, but often creates or exploits 

impalpable confessional or ethnic boundaries within the same political community, sometimes at 

national level sometimes even at neighbourhood level. 

As an example - as notorious as misinterpreted - it is worth mentioning the so-called "Sunni-

Shia conflict", frequently depicted as an ontological matter inscribed in the very nature of the Islamic 

world. Actually, it is nothing but a reflection of a contemporary geopolitical conflict between specific 

regional powers. States or groups of States whose "national interests" and the corresponding 

political action go far beyond the religious or doctrinal grounds, with which they actually find a 

legitimacy in their respective public opinions. For this reason, it is not that far from the truth to affirm 

that such ethnic-confessional arguments have their role as a powerful ideological engine of 

mobilization and motivation. And if it is possible to find the germs of such a conflict within various 

confessional communities, there is no shadow of doubt in stating that the seed of such ethnic-

confessional discourse found fertile and fruitful ground within the sphere of Salafi and Wahhabi 

Sunna.  

As for its chronic nature, it must be pointed out that this conflict is essentially contemporary 

and, in fact, has begun to assume structural features only after 2011. This is because of those who 

have fanned the flames of particularism and interfaith discord for merely political reasons, fuelling 

the idea of presumed incompatibility which is actually disproved by centuries of daily coexistence 

and mutual respect. Given that the reasons for such conflict does not lie in the doctrinal aspects and 

not in the multi-confessional nature of states which derived from the so-called "Decolonization 

process", it is plain to say that the chronicity rate has not yet reached the point of no return. However, 

such rate will only decrease hand in hand with the stop of instrumental use of ethnic-confessional 

identity which have been exploited by most actors. This de-sectarianisation process will be possible 

as long as such instrumental use of identities does not lead to the point of no return, from which it 

would be very difficult to return. 

 

Analysis, assessments, and forecasts 

It can be concluded that instability seems to have already become a structural element of the 

global (dis)order. Moreover, the unknowns of the foreseeable future are an exponential product of 

the several actors and interests involved in game. The international instruments emerged following 

World War II have made up their time and have not been up to new global challenges.  

This inadequacy has left more and more room for the use of force to resolve international disputes, 

although in a framework of humanitarianism and international democracy.  

On the other hand, the inability to understand the nature of conflicts is the basis of a certain 

media overexposure, which by their very nature tend to exaggerate the scope of some events, while 

others are neglected. Above all, the incidence of the media role is evident in the spectacularisation 

of conflicts, provoking an excessive process of polarization of public opinion through simplistic 

reworking from the gut.  

Structural crises inaugurated by the so-called "Arab Spring" has led to a long period of 

uncertainty across the southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean, raising sensitive security 

issues to Europe and, particularly, to Italy which is immersed "in the middle of the Middle Sea". 

Therefore, the issue cannot be tackled with the approach of fan clubs or be transposed into a 

narration substantially parallel to the reality of these phenomena. On the contrary, it is imperative to 

read such events and the whole course of the present in light of the national interest. 

 


