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Abstract

With the end of the Cold War, the regional system of the Middle East entered a wave
of intensification of inter-identity conflicts at three levels: inter-state, inter-state, and
supra-state, in which there are two conflicting approaches to explain the cause of the
crises in the Middle East, including: structuralism approaches that are mainly based on
neorealism and agent-based approaches that examine the role of the state and internal
state factors. Therefore, the main question is what approach do the conflicting
structuralism and agent-oriented approaches have to the inter-identity conflicts in the
Middle East? Accordingly, this research uses a descriptive-analytical method to
explain the hypothesis that, based on the structuralism approach, the change in the
international order after the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union has caused
the ambiguity of polarity and competition of great powers in the new system, which
has led to the revival and intensification of interpersonal conflicts in the Middle East,
but based on the agent-based approach, the competition of Middle Eastern states and
the weakness of the governments of this region has led to the expansion and
intensification of conflicts It has become unknown. To collect information, library and
internet methods have been used.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

During the Cold War, identity was subordinate to the political-ideological considerations
of the two dominant power blocs and did not act as an independent factor. However, in
the post-Cold War era, identity has emerged from the shadow of these considerations to
become an independent driver of inter-identity rivalries and conflicts. Middle Eastern
countries were previously under the influence of either the U.S. or the Soviet Union, and
thus could not assert their identities independently of superpower politics. Post-Cold War
optimism suggested that Western hegemony would lead to democracy and
multilateralism, as reflected in Fukuyama’s "End of History" thesis. Yet, Western
cooperation with authoritarian regimes in the Middle East undermined these ideals. As a
result, a competitive atmosphere emerged in the region over power, influence, and
security, making identity a source of conflict, with each country attempting to assert its
identity over the others. This led to a range of identity-based disputes, such as Shia-
Salafi, Shia-Sunni, Sunni-Salafi, Kurd-Arab, and Kurd-Turk rivalries, as well as internal
identity-driven conflicts in Iraq, Yemen, Syria, and Bahrain.

The components of power and political rivalry in the Middle East are largely
ideological, identity-based, and cultural. This makes the region structurally prone to
inter-identity conflicts. Various theories have sought to explain the causes and escalation
of crises in the Middle East. Broadly, two contrasting approaches dominate: structuralist
theories, especially neorealism, and agent-oriented theories focusing on the roles of states
and domestic actors.

2. Theoretical framework

From a neorealist perspective—the most prominent structuralist theory—international
anarchy compels states toward self-help, mutual suspicion, and the pursuit of security
through internal buildup or external alliances. Conversely, state-building theory,
representing the agent-oriented perspective, emphasizes the shared memory of historical
events, cultural elements, political parties, media, civil organizations, and educational
systems in shaping a nation-state. Most importantly, citizens feel a sense of belonging to
their state and nation, fostering mutual interdependence.

3. Metholology

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method, which, unlike historical research,
focuses on the present. It aims to systematically and accurately describe and interpret
existing conditions and relationships.

4. Discussion

The Middle East holds strategic importance at both regional and global levels due to its
unique geography, connectivity among three continents, abundant oil and gas reserves,
large consumer markets, and cultural-geographical role as the birthplace of major
Abrahamic religions. These factors enhance the region’s geopolitical significance and
attract global powers’ strategic attention. The persistence of conflicts and the complexity
of their causes create ongoing instability, often spilling over into neighboring regions.
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Identity has become an independent and central variable in many of these disputes, as it
inherently relies on differentiation and the designation of the "other" for self-definition.

From a structuralist viewpoint, the ambiguity of polarity and great power rivalries in
the post-Cold War Middle East have entrenched anarchy in the region. This anarchy, in
turn, has fueled identity-based conflicts. Structuralists emphasize differences in military
capability, power, and wealth. Agent-oriented perspectives, however, highlight the
weakness of state institutions, the rise of sub-national groups, and inter-state rivalries as
key drivers of these conflicts.

5. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study presented two conflicting approaches—structuralist and agent-based—
regarding identity conflicts in the Middle East. The structuralist approach points to two
major issues: (1) ambiguity of polarity following the Cold War, which created a vacuum
in the Middle East and revived identity-based disputes due to uncertainty about the
nature of the new world order (unipolar, bipolar, multipolar, or hybrid); (2) intensifying
great power competition, especially with the U.S., Russia, and China pursuing their
interests through divergent strategies. The U.S. maintains a contradictory stance toward
regional powers like Iran and Saudi Arabia, aggravating identity rivalries. Meanwhile,
Russia and China have intervened for both economic and geopolitical purposes,
particularly to counter U.S. unilateralism, thus exacerbating regional conflicts.

In the agent-based approach, two key issues are addressed: (1) the artificiality and
weakness of states, created by colonial powers and lacking competent political elites,
exemplified by Iraq and Syria. These fragile states fail to develop political, economic, or
social infrastructures, leading to fragmentation and the rise of extremist and sectarian
groups; (2) identity-based rivalries among regional states (e.g., Iran vs. Saudi Arabia,
Turkey vs. Saudi Arabia, Saudi Arabia vs. Yemen, and Syria vs. Saudi Arabia) further
deepen identity conflicts. Therefore, comprehensive analysis requires attention to both
structural and agency-related factors. Without a political will among regional states to
overcome these divisions, not only will conflicts persist, but they will likely intensify and
reproduce.
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