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THE MEDITERRANEAN IN POST-1945 ARAB POLITICS 

Francesco Saverio Leopardi and Massimiliano Trentin 

 

 

Introduction  

 

This chapter reviews the main approaches of Arab states and political movements to 
security and development in the Mediterranean since decolonisation. Organised 
chronologically, the study highlights the main elements of both contention and 
cooperation among Arab and European polities and shows the multiplicity of 
understandings and practices that have influ- enced Arab forces in diAerent periods. 
First, the chapter covers the decade following World War II, when Arab Mediterranean 
states gained independence from European empires. It then focuses on the period of 
mass politics, pan-Arabism and state-led development aims that recast Euro-Arab 
relations by distancing Arab states from Western European politics while opening up to 
socialist states in Europe. However, as economic bonds still endured despite Arab 
nationalisation, and pan-Arabism started to wane in the early 1970s, intra-Arab and 
Euro-Arab relations shifted towards inter-governmental cooperation. Next, the study 
analyses the arrival of political and economic neoliberalism in the region in the mid-
1980s and evaluates how it informed Euro-Arab relations. Finally, it examines how Arab 
states in- tegrated and contested liberal globalisation in the 1990s and the 
contradictions stemming from securitisation of the Mediterranean due to the European 
priorities to fight Islamist threats and stop migration in the 21st century.  

 

The Emergence of Arab Sovereign States after World War II  

For most of the Arab Mediterranean states, the end of the Second World War heralded 
an era of transition, namely the process towards independence. National movements 
had been confronting and negotiating with representatives of the imperial powers in 
order to gain increasing control and autonomy in the interwar period. These ‘dialectical’ 
relations resulted from the modalities of the rule installed in the region by European 
powers.  

Although European control of Arab countries in the first half of the 20th century was 
regulated with a wide array of arrangements, from settler colonies to mandates and 
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protec- torates, the actual implications of colonial rule did not diAer much along the 
southern and eastern shores of the Mediterranean (Owen 2004, 10–19). The colonial 
powers governed  

the strategic aspects of public aAairs, determining foreign policy and economic 
development, and strengthened their grip by nurturing a class of client notables. In 
Morocco, Egypt, Leba- non and Syria, for instance, the French and British authorities 
created ties of dependence by allowing the upper class to benefit economically from 
the asymmetric integration of their countries in the world economy. The Arab 
economies were oriented towards producing and exporting raw materials, allowing only 
a limited elite to profit from the pre-capitalist modes and relations of production that 
this system involved. Landowners exported their produce to the cities and their 
surpluses were invested in a banking system tied to European markets (Hinnebusch 
2011, 217–223). The colonial hierarchy was further reinforced by the presence of foreign 
European communities, which enjoyed specific privileges, such as the right to be 
judged according to metropolitan laws, and so had a diAerent status in society to the 
indig- enous population. This was most evident in the case of settler colonies such as 
Algeria and Libya and mandatory Palestine, but other countries also had this sort of 
societal structure.  

However, the colonial reorganisation of power and the economy in Arab countries also 
allowed the emergence of new states and their urban centres as main political arenas. 
In this context, local elite members often educated in recently created modern schools 
and universi- ties increasingly participated in global debates on national sovereignty 
and self-determination. Moreover, especially in countries ruled with an indirect system 
of colonial control, such as Egypt, the elite was embedded in the state administration. 
These elites embodied the back- bones of nascent political organisations that 
advocated the political emancipation of their countries based on a variety of nationalist 
ideological platforms. The Wafd party, the domi- nant political organisation in interwar 
Egypt, exemplified this sort of national movement as its main leaders were drawn from 
the educated upper class, which, despite thriving in the socio-economic environment 
moulded by the British colonial authorities, required more power for the local elite 
(Hinnebusch 1984, 99–103).  

These movements acquired large popular bases and their relations with the colonial au- 
thorities fluctuated between harsh confrontation with large mobilisations demanding 
self- government and increasingly full independence and co-optation. This tendency 
depended much on the response of the colonial authorities. Whereas the British in 
Egypt negotiated growing autonomy for the Wafd, granting formal independence in 
1922, the French au- thorities in the Maghreb countries repressed local nationalist 
movements such as the Istiqlal party in Morocco and the Neo-Destour in Tunisia, not to 
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mention that Algeria was simply considered metropolitan territory (Roggero 2019, 53–
56).  

The outbreak of World War II disrupted the colonial order in the Mediterranean, espe- 
cially after the French capitulation in 1941 and the allied occupation of Libya in 1943. 
The dawn of a new world order dominated by non-European non-imperial powers 
galvanised those calling for national emancipation. Moreover, the war eAort also 
boosted industrialisa- tion and the development of public governance, allowing larger 
swaths of the local popula- tion to be integrated in governing bodies (Kingston 1996, 46–
66).  

Following the end of the war in 1945, the European imperial order appeared 
inconsistent with the UN-based world order and the imperial powers struggled to 
preserve their colonial dominions. In the following decade, Middle Eastern and North 
African states gained politi- cal independence, with the notable exception of Algeria, 
although this did not necessarily mean total emancipation, particularly economically. 
Although in many cases independence was achieved following harsh political and 
military confrontation with the colonial power, the new ruling elites did not necessarily 
intend to sever the integration of their countries  

 

The Mediterranean in Post-1945 Arab Politics  

in European markets. In other words, the modes and relations of production 
established during the colonial era continued in the first years of independence (Trentin 
2018, 5–7). This was reflected in poor regional integration of Arab economies, which was 
matched by inter-Arab political rivalries and political and military tension, such as that 
which led to the first Arab-Israeli war in 1948.  

On their part, the former colonial powers aimed to maintain their privileged roles and 
presence in the economies of the Arab states, thus to a certain extent reformulating the 
asymmetric relations moulded during the colonial era. In fact, while many countries 
had not yet achieved full independence in the early 1950s, the aim of maintaining 
European control over the North African colonies significantly influenced the European 
integration process. The so-called Eurafrica project was an attempt to present the old 
colonial relations in a new collective guise (Del Sarto 2021, 36–50; Hansen and Jonsson 
2014, 71–146). In addition to this collective project, single European countries aimed to 
nurture working relations with both the private and public sectors as Arab states 
inevitably achieved independence. As the United States started to assert its presence in 
the area, these eAorts by single European coun- tries were also influenced by early Cold 
War calculations. The aim was to ensure the survival of liberal economies in order to 
favour the sectors of society leaning towards the Western camp. In fact, the aim to keep 
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Arab countries away from Soviet influence led European coun- tries to also approach 
the local public sectors (Kingston 1996, 46–66).  

The legitimacy of post-war ‘liberal’ governments in the Arab countries was nonetheless 
fragile as the authorities were not able to match political independence with a 
restructuring of the economic order to respond to popular demands for redistribution 
and development. As a consequence, in the 1950s, new nationalist forces whose 
support was rooted in the mid- dle and popular classes captured state power, notably in 
Egypt with the Free OAicers coup in 1952. The nationalist takeover did not initially result 
in the end of political and economic ties with Europe and the West. In fact, as Nasser 
rose to power in Egypt, his initial orien- tation in terms of economic cooperation did not 
exclude partnership with Europe or the United States in pursuit of his aim of large-scale 
industrialisation. What Nasser did change, and what was soon emulated by other 
nationalists across the region, was achievement of real territorial sovereignty, an aim 
that did not tolerate the continued presence of British troops on Egyptian soil, or 
regional alignment with the Western camp in the rising Cold War order. Nasser’s 
‘positive neutralism’ eventually strained relations with the United States and Britain as 
Egypt resisted the implementation of anti-Soviet containment measures in the region, 
like the Baghdad Pact in 1955 (Central Treaty Organization), inasmuch as they 
undermined the assertion of Egyptian and Arab sovereignty. These tensions and a US 
refusal to assist Egypt’s industrialisation led Nasser to the decision to nationalise the 
Suez Canal company in July 1956, which prompted the imperial reflexes of Britain and 
France (Abou-El-Fadl 2019, 147–177, 259–286).  

The ‘tripartite aggression’ by Britain, France, and Israel against Egypt aimed at restor- ing 
the status quo in the control of the Suez Canal ended up being a milestone in the 
collapse of the old colonial order. The engagement of the Soviet Union and the socialist 
camp, to- gether with postcolonial states, in support of Egypt led the United States to 
prioritise bipolar Cold war calculations and intervene against London and Paris, which 
were ultimately forced to recognise Egyptian sovereignty over the Canal. Six years later 
in 1962, Algerian independ- ence after a long conflict with France was the conclusive 
step in the political decolonisation in the Mediterranean.  

 

The Time of Political Divergence: From Suez to Economic Sovereignty (1956–1972)  

Once all the Arab Mediterranean states had gained their political independence, many 
of their eAorts focused on topics that they still framed in the wider process of 
decolonialisation, namely economic development as a follow-up to political 
independence and transformation of Arab solidarity into a working institutional system 
of governance that arguably would strengthen the ‘voice’ of the Arab ‘nation’ in world 
aAairs and provide the scale suitable for its political and economic development. All 
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external relations were instrumental in combin- ing these two processes, including 
those with European states on both sides of the Iron Curtain and those with the major 
powers in the bipolar rivalry of the Cold War. During the 1960s, European and Arab 
countries experienced an apparent divergence. The processes to realise state 
sovereignty and intra-regional integration among Arab states severed many of the 
historical networks of cooperation and power relations with Europe which dated back to 
imperial and colonial times. However, close relations across the Mediterranean 
continued because both partners needed the constant flows of commodities like 
hydrocarbons and industrial products like machinery to sustain their development 
projects. However, while once the protagonists in these flows were mostly colonial and 
private forces, in the 1960s, the central state was centre stage (Cammett et al. 2108, 
233–269; Ruggie 1982, 380). The overall result was that the consolidation of 
postcolonial sovereignty in the 1960s increased the political distance across the 
Mediterranean but laid the basis for further cooperation in the name of ‘modern’ 
development.  

The Suez and Budapest crises enforced the priorities of the United States and the USSR 
in terms of their European allies, which meant preventing any major unilateral European 
initiative, at least for the time being (Pedaliu 2012, 23–25). The only partial exception 
was further consolidation of the European integration process in the 1960s. In Western 
Europe, the development of the Common Market from 1957 to the late 1960s meant 
that third countries had to negotiate with one large wealthy single entity as far as trade 
was concerned. The only notable exception was energy commodities, which remained 
under state sover- eignty. From the mid-1960s, re-industrialisation of Eastern European 
states gained speed along with eAorts to further coordinate their foreign engagements 
in the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (CMEA) framework. Their poor 
performance at multilateral integra- tion was compensated by their still heavy reliance 
on the USSR for both political and logisti- cal projection abroad. Moreover, Moscow 
provided most of the energy needs of the CMEA members (Berendt 2006, 166, 190; 
Garavini 2012, 58, 78). In Arab politics, the net result was a notable absence of any 
collective initiative by either side in the European Cold War to frame and govern the 
steady flows of goods and commodities across the Mediterranean.  

On the Arab side, regional politics focused on drawing up common strategies for eco- 
nomic development and collective governance. The new generation of Arab nationalist 
forces that rose to prominence and took power in Egypt in 1952, Syria in 1955, Iraq in 
1958 and, not least, Algeria in 1962 set the public sector and the central state as the 
main institutions and engines for development. This then combined agro-industrial 
growth with a promise of social justice, namely income redistribution to the benefit of 
their popular constituencies: mostly peasants, state employees and urban fixed-wage 
labour. Land reforms shifting the priority in production from exports to national 
consumption, channelling export revenue, most notably for oil, to national consumption 



 7 

and development projects were common fea- tures in contemporary Arab politics. 
However, as most productive and profitable activities were still closely connected with 
Western European markets by property rights, concessions, foreign investments or 
consumption markets, nationalist forces enacted a set of policies that contained and 
eventually eliminated the European presence in order to implement their ‘inward-
looking’ ‘national’ priorities. Although less vocal in their public discourse, pro- Western 
leaderships in Tunisia, Jordan, Kuwait and eventually Saudi Arabia followed similar 
patterns. Ultimately, Arab politics translated the patterns of state-led development, or 
mixed economy, that still featured highly in Western politics (Owen 2004, 56–73).  

Endowed with large hydrocarbon reserves that were nonetheless still managed by 
Western oil companies, state control over natural resources was the first issue at stake 
that Arab poli- tics debated in both the media and the ‘oil congresses’ of the 1950s. 
However, the failure of nationalisation in Iran (1950–1953) and a lack of technological 
competence led local re- gimes to opt for gradual strategies that strengthened national 
capabilities without disrupting foreign consumption markets. The key steps were: 
enhancing professional training; establish- ing state oil companies; networking on an 
international scale, like founding OPEC in 1960; and outplaying competition by 
favouring equal partnerships with new smaller oil companies both from Western 
countries, like the Italian ENI in Algeria and Egypt, and socialist states, like Iraq and 
Syria. Arab nationalists took such actions to disrupt the oligopoly of the largest Western 
oil companies and to empower national ones to the point that they could eAec- tively 
manage their resources and participate in setting international prices and market 
shares (Pétriat 2021, 150).  

With the same rationale but sooner than for oil, Arab nationalists nationalised trade in 
the 1960s in order to contain the steady growth of deficits in the current accounts of 
their balance of payments. In addition to the traditional imports of consumption 
products, the ambitious agro-industrial development programmes still relied on 
industrial machinery and chemicals imported from both Western and socialist Europe. 
After Egypt in 1960, Tunisia in 1961 and Syria in 1965, all the other Arab countries 
followed (Cammett et al. 2018, 46, 218). The consequence for the Mediterranean was 
twofold. On the one hand, Arab state-owned enterprises (SOE) rose as main economic 
actors that either coupled with or substituted local private companies. On the other 
hand, Eastern European SOEs entered the stage in direct competition with their 
Western counterparts and established significant rela- tions with their Arab partners by 
granting easy lending for fairly good machinery (Trecker 2020, 34). In response, Paris and 
Rome mobilised their own SOEs and financially supported their private companies, to 
retain market shares in the case of France and to achieve new shares for Italy. In all 
cases, the connection among economics, diplomacy and politics grew deeper as the 
Arab nationalists were able to exploit the rivalry in industrial divided Europe. This 
substantially rewarded the decision of most Arab states to take a neutral position in the 
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Cold War at the Afro-Asian Conference of Bandung in 1955 and later join the Non-
Aligned Movement (NAM) in Belgrade in 1961. Quite representative was the case of Arab 
nation- alists reversing the ‘German Cold War’ for their own benefit by connecting the 
European rivalry to the Arab-Israel conflict: Bonn and Berlin were both granted market 
access if they sided with the Arabs against Israel (Gray 2003, 174).  

This precedent set the stage for Arab nationalist governments to link the Europeans’ 
pos- ture regarding the Arab-Israeli conflict to the most important of their exports, 
namely oil, as they first did during the conflict in June 1967 (Dietrich 2017, 124). As for 
Arab politics, Western support for Israel and the shortcomings of the socialist countries 
in defending the Arab ‘front line’ states largely discredited the political role of Europeans 
in the region. The inability to implement UN resolution no. 242/67 and the lack of any 
meaningful mediation for the recovery of occupied Arab territories (Sinai, the Golan 
Heights, the West Bank and East Jerusalem) led the Arab states to look further to 
Washington and Moscow as major powerbrokers (Khalidi 2009, 24–30). Arab politics 
confined Europe to economic partner- ships and, as far as defence and diplomacy were 
concerned, to subsidiary or intermediary roles at best.  

In fact, the defeat in June 1967 reshuAled the balance of power in Arab politics: radical 
forces in government lost their ascendancy and pragmatism prevailed. There was an 
Arab consensus on the need to upgrade their military capacities before engaging in 
further con- flicts or negotiations. At the diplomatic level, the so-called Arab Cold War 
between republics and monarchies shifted to closer cooperation among Egypt, Saudi 
Arabia and Kuwait in August 1967, while Syria joined in 1970. Algeria, Iraq and Libya 
accelerated the pace of nationalisation of their energy sectors in 1969, banking either 
on the willingness of Western oil companies to adjust their roles or on the incapacity of 
Western states to intervene with force on their behalf. Algeria in 1971, Iraq in 1972 and 
later all the other oil exporting states took full control of their energy sectors and the 
related revenue in the name of ‘sovereignty’ (Dietrich 2017, 228). Faced with the rise in 
prices and re-negotiation of all concessions, the core of Western Europe, namely the 
European Community (EC), developed the first initia- tive aimed at engaging with Arab 
nationalists by providing a standard framework for eco- nomic cooperation: the Global 
Mediterranean Policy (GMP) in 1972. On the one hand, this initiative reflected the 
process of further integration of member states and, not least, a desire to profit from the 
business opportunities resulting from infitah policies and ‘opening’ to new public-
private partnerships. This helped balance the rising bill for oil imports by supplying 
technology, training programmes and financial aid. On the other hand, the GMP 
represented the peak of political cooperation among Arab states once the previous 
rivalries for supremacy were overcome. The leadership of Algeria in the economic aAairs 
of the Arab League and among post-colonial and developing countries in the NAM, the 
G77 and the UN increased the leverage of Arab politics on an international scale and in 
consequence on their Western European neighbours (Trentin 2012, 225).  
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Not least among the reasons for EC member states to engage with their Arab 
counterparts was the spillover of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict onto Western European 
soil due to actions by radical Palestinian groups, such as air hijackings and the terrorist 
attack at the Monaco Olympics in 1972, together with the consequent campaign of 
Israeli targeted killings in Europe. Most EC leaders agreed on reaching out to the Arab 
states to contain such radical- ism, in sharp contrast with the confrontational posture of 
their US ally. Despite diAerences in their framing of Palestinians actions, this approach 
was quietly welcomed in Arab capitals as an opportunity for cooperation on a common 
sensitive issue (Chamberlin 2012, 49–70).  

 

Re-engagement and Disillusion: From the Oil Shock to the Gulf War (1973–1991)  

The October War/Yom Kippur War of 1973 and the momentous oil shock were two 
events that further accelerated the process already underway since 1967, namely the 
re-shaping of Euro-Arab relations on multilateral and cooperative grounds.  

The so-called oil embargo by OPEC Arab members on the European countries deemed 
the closest to Israel was eAective only if considered in the framework of the 
longstanding eAort by developing countries to increase their share of commodity-export 
revenue, not least with the huge losses they faced after the unilateral devaluation of the 
US dollar in 1971 and speculative financialisation of energy transactions in the 
unregulated euro-dollar market (Garavini 2019, 200–203). The four-fold rise in oil prices 
after the October War in 1973 helped Arab oil exporters to suddenly accumulate a 
massive amount of financial wealth, the use of which diAered according to the assets 
that each foreign partner oAered. The Arab Gulf monarchies struck a major deal with 
Washington in the mid-1970s which provided them with strategic defence and 
diplomatic guarantees in exchange for massive investments of oil revenue in the US 
public and private financial systems. The USSR provided similar ‘assets’ to the 
progressive members of the ‘refusal front’ in exchange for cash payments for arms sup- 
plies, whereas the European socialist states struggled to maintain their supplies of 
industrial goods for oil deliveries (Sibony 2016, 238–240). However, it was the EC that 
massively re-engaged in the Arab markets and, meeting the consumption preferences 
of nationalist leaderships, re-established itself as the largest trading partner of all the 
Arab countries. In the 1970s, around 70% of imports to the Maghreb came from the EC, 
and an average of 60% to Syria, Lebanon and Jordan in the Mashreq. Meanwhile, the EC 
absorbed an average of 85% of Maghreb exports and over 60% of those from the three 
countries in the Mashreq. In the 1980s, these proportions remained the same despite a 
relative fall in trade volumes (IMF 2024). Unlike the United States, which favoured a 
common confrontational ‘Western’ front against OPEC and the G77, the EC chose a 
regional approach and accepted an Arab request for the establishment of a forum to 
discuss common issues of interest, from the Arab-Israeli conflict to economic 
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cooperation. The Euro-Arab Dialogue (1974–1990) was the multi- lateral political 
platform established to combine politics with economics (Labbate 2016, 40, 67). 
Although the Arab states deemed that Europe was unable to mediate, let alone enforce, 
any substantial deal with Israel, they used their economic power to leverage more 
concessions from the wealthy industrial EC. On the political side, the main purpose was 
to move Western European states closer to Arab diplomacy on the conflict in Palestine, 
and put pressure on the United States for a political solution. On the economic side, the 
Arab states wished to upgrade the EC from a trade partnership to a main industrial one, 
as in the case of Tunisia, Egypt and Jordan. Despite all the shortcomings, at both levels, 
Western Europe and Arab states lived through a period of intense relations in which 
mutual recognition of ‘sover- eign’ interests and rights and cooperation on common 
interests prevailed over confrontation.  

As for political matters, the steady pressure from Arab diplomats on the EC members to 
shift their stance from favouring Israel resulted in long negotiations in bilateral meetings 
and then within the Euro-Arab Dialogue. Full recognition by Arab states of the ‘land for 
peace’ principle embedded in UN resolutions nos. 242/67 and 338/73 was achieved fol- 
lowing European pressure on the United States to force Israel to find a collective 
solution with all the frontline Arab states (Egypt, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon). However, 
these ef- forts did not yield major results as Egypt and Israel signed a separate peace 
deal brokered by the United States at Camp David in 1979. Nevertheless, other factors 
led the EC to move closer to the Arab position. Increasing attention to Palestinians and 
solidarity with them in European societies and polities translated into acceptance of the 
legitimacy of Palestinian rights over the occupied territories against Israel’s 
uncompromising stance. Moreover, the Europeans were concerned about political 
radicalisation and fragmentation in the region. Following Camp David, the expulsion of 
Cairo from the Arab League brought full-fledged rivalry back into Arab politics. 
Meanwhile, the rise of radical political Islam as a powerful dissenting force threatened 
several nationalist regimes in the late 1970s and early 1980s, no- tably in Egypt, Syria, 
Saudi Arabia and Tunisia. Although the political Islam forces only suc- ceeded in Iran, 
the EC and the socialist countries feared that Islamist movements would be a further 
unpredictable disruptive factor, and decided to contain it by supporting incumbent 
more predictable and manageable forces, including the Palestinian Liberation 
Organisation (PLO). In 1980, the EC recognised the PLO as the sole legitimate 
representative of the Pal- estinians and aligned with the common stance that the Arab 
states had adopted since 1974. Thus, the EC distanced itself from the United States and 
Israel, which still labelled the PLO a terrorist organisation.  

However, this proved to be the highest point of Euro-Arab political convergence, and af- 
terwards the Euro-Arab Dialogue lost momentum and substantially ended in the early 
1980s (Labbate 2016, 180, 217). Later, practical opportunities for political cooperation 
across the Mediterranean to resolve inter-state conflicts failed to be successfully 
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exploited, as in the cases of Lebanon and Libya. For Arab politics, the multinational 
force intervention led by the United States, France, the UK and Italy in Lebanon in 1982–
1984 only proved the inability of Western Europeans to provide a tangible working 
solution to the Palestinian question and Arab requests. The dispute between Italy and 
the United States about the management of the hijacking of the Achille Lauro in 
October 1985 by Palestinian forces re- vealed the increasing divergence among Western 
allies over their approaches to Arab politics (Leopardi 2020, 51; Sayigh 1997, 586).  

As for economics, the combination of nationalisation of the energy sector and the rise 
in oil prices endowed the Arab countries with a massive availability of financial 
resources. The di- vision of Arab states between oil havers and oil not havers was 
partially contained in the 1970s by a political redistribution of so-called petrodollars 
among them through bilateral and mul- tilateral grants, highly favourable loans, 
investments and Arab migrant remittances cushion- ing Arab states from the financial 
turbulence experienced by developing countries elsewhere. Nevertheless, regarding the 
industrial countries, Arab leaders employed their bargaining tools with caution because 
they had a structural need for the products of the consumption markets in wealthy 
Europe. This time, however, they hoped to increase their agro-industrial develop- ment 
by diversifying their exports beyond mere raw materials, making full use of the oppor- 
tunities opened by the infitah of the early 1970s to old and new private entrepreneurs. 
Still plagued by high trade deficits in their balance of payments, Arab nationalist 
regimes wished for a major re-engagement with the EC (Owen 2004, 113). The Arab 
states still maintained the socialist states in Europe as significant and yet secondary 
suppliers of industrial plants and professional training for their public sectors. However, 
they were displeased with the long time it took socialist enterprises to adjust and deliver 
their products when they needed a fast economic re-launch (Spaskovska 2021, 536, 
541; Trecker 2020, 140).  

Between 1975 and 1978, the Arab countries in the Mediterranean and Israel and Jordan 
negotiated and signed cooperation agreements with the EC. These included 
investments and easy lending for the industrial and infrastructural development of Arab 
countries, and technological transfers and vocational training for Arab labour. Notably, 
the Arab recipient states played a major active role in shaping the projects eligible for 
funding, and were not required to reciprocate with further opening of their domestic 
markets unless they wished. In exchange, the Arab states awarded significant contracts 
and sub-contracts to private and pub- lic Western enterprises, including military ones, 
and they invested some of their oil-export revenue back in the EC banking and financial 
markets, in particular in the UK and France. The EC thus met some of the claims made 
by the G77 at the UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), and other 
multilateral fora. However, while the Arab states intended these agreements to be 
transitional steps towards a new international economic order, the Europeans 
considered them to be a long-term framework for their Mediterranean neighbours. In the 
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late 1970s, the EC stalled negotiations on two main Arab requests: a transfer of 
technology to upgrade the oil refining capacity of Arab oil companies, and ac- cess to 
the Common Market for Arab agricultural and textile products. Arab-EC relations were 
therefore unable to kick oA a new era of industrial modernisation and as a result no Arab 
‘tigers’ materialised in the Mediterranean (Rivier 1982, 125–130; Trentin 2012, 223). 
Moreover, the abundance of financial resources for developing countries ceased in 
1979 as the United States and the UK enforced unilateral increases in interest rates, 
which stopped further lending. This monetary tightening transformed into a full-fledged 
financial and fiscal crisis for indebted states (Arrighi 2010, 330–335).  

First in the UK and United States and then in the rest of Europe, the fight against 
inflation became the priority, and in the late 1970s, it led to shifting economic policies 
to fiscal auster- ity, cuts in public spending, rising interest rates and support for the 
private sector with the aim of fostering comparative advantages in the international 
competition. This shift in policy was deemed valid for both industrial and developing 
countries, Arabs ones included. How- ever, compared to the other developing partners 
of the EC, the turning point for Arabs came later, in 1986, with the oil counter-shock, 
namely a free fall of oil prices that left the public finances of non-oil states in default 
(Basosi et al. 2018, 7, 99; Leopardi and Trentin 2022, 704–707). Afterwards, all the Arab 
states in the Mediterranean followed the ‘international debt strategy’ procedure with 
some caution. Between 1987 and 1991, they implemented massive cuts in their public 
spending, halted investments and curbed imports in order to make the necessary 
macroeconomic adjustment. However, most of them refrained from adopting the 
reforms championed by the EC, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Bank, namely liberalisation and privatisation of public assets (Cammett et al. 2018, 
273–316). Meanwhile, after 1987, the Arab states lost their suppliers and markets in 
socialist European states, as they were also engulfed in the same macroeconomic 
adjustments, which prevented further imports. Most of their trade consisted in Arab 
payments of previous debts that came to full maturity in the mid-1980s (Trecker 2020, 
162).  

While the increasing divergence in views and strategies disrupted political and 
economic relations, it was the combination of the dissolution of the socialist camp in 
Europe and the Gulf War in 1990–1991 that set a new stage for Euro-Arab relations in the 
Mediterranean. On the one hand, the EC and the post-socialist states focused all their 
energy and funds on aligning. If this empowered the Western countries and the EC with 
a more assertive posture against their Arab neighbours on the legitimacy and suitability 
of neoliberal reforms, their political and material commitments fell short of their 
discourse (Amin and El Kenz 2005, 50, 69). On the other hand, the massive display of 
military and political power by the United States in Desert Shield in 1990 and Desert 
Storm in 1991 further marginalised the ability of Europeans to broker anything 
significant in the standing conflicts in the Mediterranean, including the Arab-Israeli one 
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(Hinnebusch 2012, 21). Largely uneasy about Israel’s repres- sion of the Palestinian 
intifada in 1987–1991 and worried about a spillover of the civil war in Algeria, the EC 
supported the Madrid Conference in 1991, which combined Arab requests for a 
comprehensive solution to the conflict with the EC preference for a regional approach. 
However, this approach was bypassed by secret bilateral talks between Israel and the 
PLO and also surpassed by US mediation afterwards (Cavatorta 2018). Once again, 
Europe failed to play a significant role in Mediterranean diplomacy. Then, the situation 
suggested focusing on economics again, not least because the Arab economies 
decreased their trade with Europe because of the macro-economic ‘adjustment’ 
required by the IMF, the World Bank and the very same Europe.  

 

Unchanging Paradigms: Euro-Arab Relations in the Post–Cold War Era  

The collapse of the Cold War order seemed to potentially usher in a new era in Euro-
Arab relations. While a new global balance of power emerged as was highlighted by the 
un- precedented US military intervention in the Middle East in the 1990–1991 Gulf 
Crisis, many countries in the region started a process of economic and political 
liberalisation. Seen from the northern shore of the Mediterranean, the time seemed ripe 
to further inte- grate Arab countries in a Europe-dominated regional order. Over time, 
however, security emerged above liberalisation and democratisation as the dominant 
paradigm in Euro-Arab relations.  

In the late 1980s, many Arab countries started to face financial imbalances as a con- 
sequence of the 1986 oil counter-shock, which ended the circulation of petrodollars in 
the region. This financial flow had been key in ensuring the solvency of Arab public debt 
while many state-dominated economies suAered major sustainability problems 
(Leopardi and Trentin 2022, 704–707). Negotiations between single Arab debtors and 
syndicates of Western creditors, de facto represented by the IMF and the World Bank, 
emerged as the gateway for the integration of these countries in the neoliberal 
globalised order. Nonethe- less, despite their weaker starting position, governments 
across the region were able to maintain their control over the processes of economic 
liberalisation in the 1990s, and in fact managed to exploit these processes to adapt and 
renew their power systems. When creditors required implementation of neoliberal 
reforms in exchange for financial assis- tance, the authorities in several Arab countries 
bolstered their position by leveraging Eu- ropean strategic interests in the region. Egypt 
supporting US operations in Kuwait in 1991, Jordan eagerly joining a US-mediated peace 
process with Israel in 1994 and Algeria fighting a jihadist insurgency throughout the 
decade were all cases in which debtor coun- tries were de facto conceded better terms 
for the settlement of their debts (Leopardi and Trentin 2022, 699–711).  
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This did not exempt Arab governments from pursuing economic liberalisation to some 
degree, but they were nonetheless able to orient their reforms to their own benefit. 
Counting on the importance that creditors attached to debt repayment and 
macroeconomic stabilisa- tion, authorities in debtor countries diligently met these 
requirements while slowing down the privatisation of their state-dominated economies. 
Moreover, when privatisations did hap- pen they often ended up benefiting individuals 
and groups associated with ruling clans. The state thus retained a central role in the 
economy, and notably its ability to exert patronage by controlling both traditional state 
sources of rent and new private ones. Algeria and Syria are clear examples of these 
dynamics as in both countries, the traditional leadership weathered economic and 
political crises by adopting this approach (Leopardi 2022, 797–813; Tannous 2022, 814–
827).  

During the 1990s, Europe’s attempts to further extend its political and economic order 
to southern Mediterranean countries also took the form of new initiatives within the 
frame- work of the EU. Under the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP), the EU and 
single southern Mediterranean countries signed association agreements which allowed 
funding of projects aimed at pursuing the wider aims of the EMP. Projects were tied to 
conditions relating to respect for civil and human rights in partner countries with the 
possibility of funding being withdrawn if these conditions were not met. As the EMP was 
followed by the European Neighbourhood Policy in 2003 and the Union for the 
Mediterranean in 2007, it became clear that issues such as energy provision, security 
and border control featured high on the EU agenda. Events such as 9/11, the second 
intifada in 2000 and the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 contributed to strengthening this 
orientation, which came to the detriment of democratisation and political liberalisation. 
Moreover, the EU-sponsored neoliberal ap- proach to democratisation emphasised the 
procedural aspects of this process but failed to address its link with the realisation of 
socio-economic rights in partner countries (Teti et al. 2020, 67–96).  

From the perspective of most Arab governments, inclusion in EU partnership 
programmes served the aim of accessing the European common market. Therefore, 
conditions relating to human rights and democratisation were poorly tolerated by 
autocratic authorities in Arab countries while the wider public also looked on ‘western 
interventions’, particularly after the 2003 US invasion of Iraq, with great suspicion. 
However, Arab authorities took advantage of Europe’s prioritisation of security and 
economic aims, which ultimately fostered a more pragmatic approach that shadowed 
the alleged EU stress on democratic values. The fact that heads of state with poor 
human rights records, such as Egypt’s Hosni Mubarak, figured prominently in EU 
initiatives such as the Union for the Mediterranean evidenced the drift towards 
pragmatism (Hollis 2012, 81–89).  
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From a Euro-Arab Mediterranean perspective, the 2010–2011 Arab uprisings and the 
ousting of longstanding leaders and regimes underscored the absence of a stable 
political and economic space. In fact, European attempts to extend order over the 
region contributed to exacerbating some factors that led to mass revolts in Arab 
countries, especially if EU eco- nomic transformation programmes are considered. 
European support for neoliberal meas- ures, which ended up benefitting ruling elites, 
together with cooperation on security and counterterrorism, strengthened authoritarian 
regimes in the region, thus worsening societal contrasts that led to popular contestation 
(Hinnebusch 2020, 186–210).  

Although the Arab uprising prompted debate within Europe about the eAectiveness of 
its Mediterranean policies, the following years did not see significant changes of course. 
In fact, further destabilisation of the southern shore and what were interpreted as 
spillovers of it in Europe, such as migration waves and jihadist attacks, reinforced the 
focus on security, coun- terterrorism and border control. In this context, authoritarian 
governments exploited these priorities to extract political and economic benefits from 
Europe, revealing the complex dy- namics of Mediterranean interdependence. The 
threat of jihadism and new migration flows, which were often conflated in European 
media coverage and political debate, were evoked by authorities on the southern and 
eastern shores to elicit European support. Agreements reached between the EU and 
countries such as Turkey, Morocco and Tunisia and the divided authorities in Libya 
demonstrated the profitability of these dynamics for supposedly weaker states (Seeberg 
and Völkel 2022, 135–147). Moreover, these states could continue to count on European 
dependence on imports of energy and other raw materials from the Middle East and 
North Africa. Algeria is a case in point as the country took great advantage of the energy 
crisis in Europe caused by the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. The importance of 
Algiers as an energy supplier for Europe rose significantly, providing authorities in the 
country with greater leverage (Del Sarto 2021, 126–144).  

Today, the paradigms that have been dominating Euro-Arab relations over the past three 
decades appear unchanged. Despite producing few results and contributing to greater 
politi- cal instability and economic contrasts, European approaches to the 
Mediterranean seem un- likely to undergo any major revisions, leaving Arab authorities 
with few incentives to change their policies either.  

 

Conclusion  

Against the backdrop of interdependence, Euro-Arab relations have appeared in 
constant transformation ever since Arab countries struggled for and achieved their 
independence. The conquest of political sovereignty was in fact the beginning of a long 
process aimed at end- ing colonial relations of power and production and achieving 
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actual emancipation. Asserting control over national resources and industries and 
restructuring trade relations with Europe represented key aims that guided the foreign 
policy of both ‘progressive’ and ‘conservative’ Arab regimes in the area. Similarly, 
European countries, both individually and collectively, worked to maintain their 
economic footprint in Arab countries after the collapse of the colo- nial order. As these 
two long-term dynamics interacted, European and Arab countries alter- nated phases of 
confrontation, such as during the season of sweeping Arab nationalisations and when 
financial turbulence hit Arab governments, and political and economic coopera- tion as 
the framework for Euro-Arab dialogue demonstrated.  

European influence seemed to have reached a new peak after the collapse of the bipo- 
lar order in 1991 and so the EU attempted to further integrate the southern shore of the 
Mediterranean in its political order. However, the securitisation of European foreign 
agendas undermined eAective political integration and helped consolidate 
authoritarian governments in the area, notwithstanding European lip service to the 
spread of democratic values. The 2010–2011 upheavals in Arab countries did not 
substantially change European attitudes. In fact, Arab governments leaned on the 
European prioritisation of security and halting migra- tion to bolster their processes of 
authoritarian restoration by receiving financial and political support from their northern 
neighbours. Today, few incentives and visions of a structural change in Euro-Arab 
relations seem to exist around the Mediterranean, ensuring continua- tion of the 
current, although unstable, status quo.  

However, in the 21st century, the entry of old and new powers in the Mediterranean, like 
Turkey, China and Russia, and not least a re-assessment of US power there, has opened 
new avenues for international competition, although none of these actors has provided 
any significant alternative pattern of dealings and development. While this process 
represents a challenge for Europe in terms of market shares and political influence, it 
has been welcomed by many Arab politicians as a chance to further diversify their 
international relations. It is worth paying attention to if and how Arab and European 
politics will combine cooperation and confrontation to shape their relations in the 
microcosm of the Mediterranean.  

Note  

Massimiliano Trentin wrote the introduction and sections two and three. Francesco 
Saverio Leop- ardi wrote sections one and four and the conclusion.  
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