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Preface

		The discussions generated by this volume, both within the Italian Navy and among the wider strategic and academic community, have further strengthened our conviction as to the soundness and enduring relevance of its analyses. At the same time, developments in the international security environment over recent months have further confirmed the strategic importance of the world’s so-called midland seas.

	In this regard, it is worth noting that the 15th Trans-Regional Seapower Symposium, organized by the Italian Navy in the historic Venice Arsenal in October 2026, draws significant conceptual inspiration from the ideas developed in this volume. Appropriately, the theme of this edition of the Symposium is From Regional Waters to Global Influence: Generating Effects Across the Midland Seas of the World.

	Conflicts, instability and competition in maritime regions far from the Mediterranean do not remain confined to the waters in which they originate. Their effects propagate across maritime routes and supply chains, influence energy security and international trade, affect the freedom of navigation, and may generate consequences for the stability and prosperity of the Mediterranean and of Italy’s wider areas of strategic interest. 

	All those who devote the necessary time and attention to reading this book will find within its pages—and in the outcomes of the Symposium—further confirmation that the seas between the continents, and in particular the Global Mediterraneans, constitute some of the principal theatres in which many of today’s defining strategic developments unfold. They are not isolated maritime spaces, but interconnected arenas in which geopolitical dynamics, economic interests, security concerns and the freedom of navigation converge.

	The Italian Navy operates across all these maritime theatres, both in the conduct of maritime security operations and as an instrument of naval diplomacy. From the Mediterranean to the seas of Northern Europe and the Arctic Ocean, and from the eastern reaches of the Wider Mediterranean to the Indian and Pacific Oceans, our ships contribute to safeguarding our national interests, to the security of the international maritime commons, and provide tangible evidence of Italy’s military, industrial and technological capabilities.

	To the women and men of the Italian Navy—so deeply committed to the defence of our Country and of the principles upon which peace, stability and the international order rest, while at the same time promoting the excellence of Italy abroad—I extend my sincere gratitude and appreciation.

	In this volume, readers will find a clear and compelling explanation of why such a commitment is essential to the security, prosperity and future of our Nation.

	I therefore wish to express my sincere appreciation to all those who conceived, developed and contributed to this important work, and I wish every reader a stimulating and rewarding reading experience.

	Rome, August 2026

	Chief of the Italian Navy

	 

	

	

	

	 

	 

	



	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	 

	 

	

	

	Introduction


	This study is the product of long-standing geopolitical and geostrategic reflection. Specifically, our analysis builds upon the concept of the “amphibisation” of land–sea space, originally advanced by Carl Schmitt (Land and Sea, 1942) and subsequently reinterpreted and introduced to the scholarly community by Prof. Marconi (‘La Sapienza’ University) and Dr. Zampieri (Italian Naval Staff College) at a 2023 conference. In doing so, the present work traces multiple parallels with the attention that historical strategists, historians, and political scientists—most notably Fioravanzo, Braudel, and Spykman—devoted to the “Mediterraneans,” conceptualised as spaces characterised by the highest degree of permeability between terrestrial and maritime dimensions.

	Indeed, despite drawing on distinct intellectual lineages and analytical traditions, these authors collectively theorised a progressive convergence between maritime and terrestrial domains. In their respective accounts, this convergence appears as the logical outcome of the territorialisation of maritime space (Schmitt), shifting geostrategic and geopolitical paradigms (Fioravanzo, 1936 and 1955; Spykman, 1942 and 1944), and the distinctive constitutive elements of regional identity (Braudel, 1949). Contemporary economic globalisation, facilitated by global transport networks, has further interconnected the various “island-worlds” that constitute the planet’s landmasses (Chauprade, 1996), which are themselves marked by significant demographic concentrations along “narrow seas”—or, more precisely, the “Mediterraneans”.

	By virtue of their mid-ocean positioning, these seas function as connective corridors linking open oceans while simultaneously projecting maritime flows towards adjacent and densely populated landmasses.

	Fioravanzo (1936) and Spykman (1942) had already theorised the existence of multiple “Mediterraneans,” identifying at least four distinct regions. Today, this number has expanded as a consequence of anthropogenic transformations of geographical space and the compounding effects of climate change. From a geopolitical, geostrategic, and geoeconomic perspective, three of Fioravanzo’s original four spaces (the Latin, Australasian, and Japanese Mediterraneans) lie at the very centre of contemporary global competition. At the same time, other spaces, such as the Mesoamerican and Arctic Mediterraneans, have acquired varying degrees of emerging or potential strategic relevance. In addition, certain “apparent Mediterraneans”—most notably the Nordic Mediterranean, comprising the North Sea and the Baltic Sea—exhibit numerous functional characteristics structurally analogous to these primary spaces, despite not constituting semi-enclosed seas in a strict geographical sense.

	From a military perspective, technological advances in the art of warfare—particularly the proliferation of long-range missile systems, advanced air power, and the increasing tactical cross-fertilisation between land- and sea-based offensive and defensive doctrines—have enabled what Fioravanzo termed the “conquest of geographical space” (1955). This development has effectively transformed increasingly vast portions of oceanic space into functional “Mediterraneans,” thereby eroding and reconfiguring classical doctrines of the “narrow sea” (Vego, 1999). As a result, naval warfare in these theatres exhibits a level of stratification and structural complexity unparalleled elsewhere, rendering contemporary military operations profoundly multi-domain in character.

	The “Mediterraneans” therefore occupy a central position within contemporary global geopolitical dynamics. The Euro-African Mediterranean (comprising the Mediterranean proper, the Black Sea, and the Red Sea), the Australasian Mediterranean (encompassing the South China Sea and the Indonesian Seas), the Japanese Mediterranean (the East China Sea and the Sea of Japan), the Mesoamerican Mediterranean (the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico), the Arctic Mediterranean (the Arctic Ocean), and the Nordic pseudo-Mediterranean (the North Sea and the Baltic Sea) constitute decisive arenas along three principal axes. They are economically vital as corridors of maritime transit and resource exploitation; geopolitically central as primary theatres of interaction between maritime and continental powers; and geostrategically complex due to the multi-domain demands of hybrid warfare in liminal land–sea environments. It follows that these regions share structural features that warrant systematic analysis in order to derive actionable strategic insights.

	Accordingly, this research aims to provide a framework for dialogue among littoral states sharing a Mediterranean topology, as well as maritime powers with stabilising interests in these regions and a strategic interest in constraining continental actors pursuing maritime expansion. From a security perspective, these “Mediterraneans” function as primary integrative spaces around which distinct Regional Security Complexes are formed (Buzan and Wæver, 2003). However, given their embeddedness within the global oceanic system, these complexes project their geopolitical externalities well beyond their immediate regional boundaries.

	Ultimately, these combined dynamics define the “Mediterraneans” as archetypal “seas of complexity.” Such complexity is neither self-referential nor transient; rather, it is an intrinsic feature of geographical, geopolitical, and geostrategic spaces in which political, military, economic, social, cultural, and environmental interests intersect and collide, driven by a multiplicity of state and non-state actors with distinct yet interdependent logics of action.

	The conceptual design and execution of this volume are guided by two complementary tropes: first, the recognition that geopolitical regions structured around semi-enclosed thalassic spaces constitute comprehensive geographical and geopolitical wholes, unified by a longue durée of geological and historical interdependence; and second, the acknowledgement that these same spaces are inherently fragmented and conflictual, functioning as theatres in which strategic friction is structurally intensified1. This is particularly evident in the twenty-first century, given the growing strategic importance of the maritime domain, increasingly understood not merely as a corridor for the circulation of goods but also as a primary provider of resources.

	Further support for this interpretation can be found in classical Anglo-American geopolitical thought, which identifies Mediterranean-type spaces as a core component of the Rimland necessary for the containment of the Heartland. Oceanic thalassocracies continue to project power into these “Mediterraneans” in order to constrain continental expansion towards the open oceans and secure vital sea lines of communication. Within this framework, these “middle oceans” constitute critical chokepoints whose stability is of structural importance.

	For this reason, the authors place particular emphasis on the notion of “complexity” as an inherent attribute of all Mediterranean dynamics.

	These geopolitical spaces may be defined as “complex” insofar as complexity is understood as a conceptual problem: that is, as the property of a system whose internal architecture is not fully intelligible, yet which nonetheless performs functions that cannot be easily altered without systemic disruption. More precisely, complexity can be understood as an oxymoronic condition: the coexistence of multiplicity and unity within the same system. In this sense, the “Mediterraneans”—conceived simultaneously as spaces of convergence and fracture—correspond to the classical notion of unitas multiplex, embodying unity in multiplicity and multiplicity within unity. Through the mechanism of plectere (interweaving), these dynamics continuously reshape one another over time. As seas of complexity, these spaces operate as geopolitical and geostrategic arenas in which the behaviour of regional actors is shaped by the intensity and quality of interaction among constituent elements.

	To address these dimensions systematically, the volume is organised into three main parts. The first section, Defining the Mediterraneans, opens with a chapter by Alessandro Colombo, which seeks to frame the evolving relationship between global and regional dynamics in the contemporary international order. Colombo argues that the relationship between these two levels is currently undergoing a reversal, irrespective of whether this transformation is driven by the re-emergence of a bipolar competitive axis (the United States versus China), by the renewed permeability between regions—as demonstrated by the interconnected wars in Ukraine and the Middle East—or by the economic, commercial, environmental, and other forms of interdependence that continue to bind each region to the wider international system. In the second chapter, Matteo Marconi outlines the ontology and functional logic of the “Mediterranean” geopolitical and geostrategic spaces. He identifies the emergence of the “Wider Mediterranean” paradigm as a point of convergence between maritime and terrestrial orders, which are thereby conceptualised as complementary dimensions of a single cultural, political, and economic process. In other words, the author interprets this geostrategic formulation—developed within the Italian Navy and subsequently incorporated into national discourse—as an intellectual catalyst that dissolves the traditional land–sea dichotomy, rendering the former “amphibious” and the latter “telluric.” Marconi argues that this phenomenon is closely linked to the erosion of state sovereignty over terrestrial space, alongside the parallel expansion of state assertion over maritime domains. The Mediterranean order renders this dynamic visible, as this sea—by virtue of its geographical, physical, cultural, and social characteristics—constitutes a natural zone of overlap between land and sea dynamics.

	Dario Zamperin’s contribution (Chapter Three) builds on the geostrategic and geopolitical analyses of Giuseppe Fioravanzo and Nicholas Spykman to map maritime spaces that may be categorised as “Mediterraneans.” Rather than restricting his taxonomy to geographical or oceanographic criteria, Zamperin expands the analysis to include geopolitical dynamics, thereby developing a general theory of Mediterranean spaces. His central argument is that shared structural features render these heterogeneous “Mediterraneans” analogous systems of complexity.

	In his first contribution to this volume (Chapter Four), Francesco Zampieri demonstrates why these “Mediterraneans” function as integrative geographical pivots around which homologous Regional Security Complexes are formed. These spaces are characterised not only by the standard friend–enemy dynamics associated with this analytical tradition, but also by deep and enduring interdependencies that extend the concept of security beyond the military domain to encompass economic, social, and environmental dimensions. Zampieri concludes that relational dynamics within Mediterranean-centred Regional Security Complexes are structurally analogous, as they emerge from geographical, historical, economic, social, and cultural processes operating within semi-enclosed seas that function simultaneously as zones of connection and division.

	The second part of the volume, Analysing the Mediterraneans, shifts the focus to the political and strategic dynamics of specific regional contexts. Giuseppe Dentice (Chapter Five) examines the Euro-African (or Latin) Mediterranean as a geopolitical continuum extending from the Mediterranean proper through the Red Sea to the Persian Gulf, thus engaging with the intellectual legacy of Braudel and Fioravanzo. Dentice focuses on the distinct Regional Security Sub-Complexes embedded within this space, extending his analysis across both maritime and adjacent continental areas that are structurally dependent upon it.

	In Chapter Six, Nicolas Mazzucchi offers a French perspective on the Wider Mediterranean. This perspective is particularly significant, as it reflects the geopolitical identity of a state that is simultaneously a Mediterranean power and a global maritime actor with strategic interests extending across the Atlantic, Indian, and Pacific Oceans.

	Antonia Colibasanu (Chapter Seven) turns to the volatile dynamics of the Black Sea, an appendage of the Euro-African Mediterranean that functions as a distinct Mediterranean space and a system of complexity in its own right. It represents the theatre of the first major contemporary conflict unfolding within a semi-enclosed maritime environment, offering critical insights into potential escalation dynamics in other Mediterranean spaces characterised by latent tensions.

	In Chapter Eight, Irene Mia analyses the Mesoamerican Mediterranean, often superficially regarded as a secure “American lake.” From her analytical standpoint—shaped by a UK perspective embedded in Atlantic strategic traditions—she demonstrates that this space is far from secure. Beneath its apparent stability lie deep economic, social, and environmental vulnerabilities, further complicated by the activities of extra-regional actors challenging US regional predominance.

	Alessio Patalano (Chapter Nine) examines the geopolitical, geostrategic, and military dynamics of the Asian Mediterraneans, distinguishing between the Australasian and Japanese Mediterraneans. These maritime spaces disaggregate the broader Indo-Pacific construct, focusing analytical attention on the western Pacific littoral, the area most likely to experience a major military confrontation that could escalate into a global crisis. Within these theatres, the United States exercises its principal containment capabilities vis-à-vis a rising China, which seeks to project its sovereign claims from land to sea—an empirical manifestation of the Schmittian dynamics discussed by Marconi in the opening chapter. These Asian “Mediterraneans” function as a permanent laboratory of geostrategic interaction, structurally analogous to the Euro-African Mediterranean.

	The third part of the volume, The Economic Value of the “Mediterraneans”, extends the analysis by examining the economic and structural interdependencies underpinning these Regional Security Complexes. In Chapter Ten, Paolo Sellari assesses the economic dynamics of the Euro-African Mediterranean, with particular emphasis on maritime transport networks. His analysis highlights the enduring relevance of the historical Mare Nostrum—which he metaphorically terms Mare aliorum—as a central mid-ocean maritime space.

	In Chapter Eleven, Isabella Chiara analyses the Mesoamerican Mediterranean, focusing on the destabilising effects of climate change on its mid-ocean functionality, thereby reinforcing the environmental security concerns raised earlier in the volume.

	In Chapter Twelve, Gabriele Fonda applies a similar framework to the Asian Mediterraneans, expanding the analysis of the maritime domain beyond its function as a transit space to emphasise its role as a provider of critical resources.

	In the concluding chapter, Francesco Zampieri translates the volume’s theoretical insights into a practical analytical framework. Anchored in the inherent complexity of the “Mediterraneans,” his contribution systematically deconstructs their constituent variables. He argues that effective strategic analysis requires a holistic approach to Mediterranean dynamics, noting that populations within these regions possess an embedded sensitivity to systemic complexity. To inhabit a Mediterranean Regional Security Complex is, by definition, to be acquainted with complexity, and to recognise that simple or isolated solutions are insufficient to address multifaceted challenges. Instead, a multi-layered analytical approach is required to generate interpretive models appropriate to these environments. Finally, drawing on naval strategic thought, Zampieri describes the ongoing transformation of these “Mediterraneans” into contested narrow seas, emphasising that naval operations must be conceived and conducted within such highly complex strategic environments.
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	Part One

	Defining the Mediterraneans

	 

	
1.
The Weight of Regional Dynamics 
in the Contemporary International System 

	Alessandro Colombo 

	Introduction

	Both theoretical reflection and, even more so, public debate on the evolution of the international political system tend to focus primarily on the distribution of power. From a theoretical perspective, this means asking whether the structure of the international system is—or is likely to become—unipolar, bipolar, or multipolar; that is, whether the apex of the international hierarchy is occupied by a single great power, by two competing great powers, or by a ‘limited number of major powers’.2 In public discourse and media commentary, the same analytical inclination explains why attention remains overwhelmingly concentrated on the presumed decline of the United States, the rise of China, or—more recently—the possibility that strategic competition between a declining hegemon and an ascending challenger may culminate in the acute security dilemma that Graham Allison famously described as the ‘Thucydides Trap’.3

	Understandable though this concern with the distribution of power may be, it risks obscuring other dimensions of international politics that are no less fundamental. Chief among these is the political and geographical space within which international relations unfold. This omission is particularly significant because, in every historical context, it is the geographical scale of interaction among political actors that determines the boundaries within which power itself is distributed. In other words, only once the spatial dimensions of international relations have been identified does it become meaningful to ask how power is distributed within them and how that distribution evolves over time.

	1. Between Global and Regional Dynamics

	Let us begin with some general observations concerning the geographical scale of international relations. Both historical experience and theoretical scholarship suggest that every international system is normally composed of a plurality of smaller political spaces within which interactions among actors are more regular, more frequent, and more intense than those extending beyond their boundaries. In common usage these spaces are referred to as ‘regions’ or ‘regional areas’, whereas the specialised literature on International Relations describes them as ‘regional systems’, ‘subsystems’, or ‘Regional Security Complexes’ (RSCs).

	Where the capacity for interaction is limited—as was the case until little more than two centuries ago, when transportation and communication technologies remained relatively underdeveloped—these political subdivisions may exist on a comparatively small geographical scale. As interaction capabilities expand, however, the structure of international political space evolves accordingly. The spatial reach of the international system increases, but so too does the geographical scope of the regional spaces embedded within it. On the one hand, advances in transportation and communication technologies progressively extend relations of proximity by reducing, and in some cases virtually eliminating, the constraining effects of geographical barriers and distance. On the other hand, even under contemporary conditions of globalised transport and communication, geographical proximity continues to matter far more in political and military affairs than it does in the economic sphere. Diplomatic and strategic interactions remain considerably denser and more continuous within individual regions than they are across regional boundaries.4

	This asymmetry stems from several mutually reinforcing factors. First, strategic processes—and above all the most extreme manifestation of international politics, namely war—may involve every member of a given region without necessarily affecting extra-regional actors to the same degree, unless the latter have established particularly close relationships of strategic interdependence, such as formal alliances.5 Second, this material concentration of interaction is progressively accompanied by a shared process of political recognition: members of each Regional Security Complex come to be recognised by outsiders as belonging to a distinct regional entity, while simultaneously developing a collective awareness of their own regional identity.6 Finally, this shared identity may gradually crystallise into an ‘explicit’ project of regional construction, expressed through the establishment of specifically regional institutions—such as the European Union, the African Union, the League of Arab States, ASEAN, or Mercosur—and sustained by common norms, symbols, and collective representations. As Jean Gottmann observed more than half a century ago, “every regionalism possesses an iconography of its own”.7

	Several important implications follow.

	First, even in today’s highly interconnected international environment, where political units are embedded within broad networks of strategic interdependence and international institutions, a substantial—and often predominant—share of their security policy remains directed towards geographically proximate actors.8 This is true, first, because geographical proximity continues to generate stronger patterns of strategic interdependence9, at least insofar as “the principal processes of securitisation and desecuritisation among regional actors are so closely interconnected that their security problems cannot reasonably be analysed or addressed in isolation from one another10”.11 It is equally true in institutional terms, since cooperation and international organisations generally emerge more readily among neighbouring states than among geographically distant ones. Finally, it also applies at the ideational level, as shared historical experiences and collective memories provide neighbouring societies with common political languages through which conflicts are interpreted, narrated, and politically mobilised. As a consequence, most political actors—whether states, social groups, or individuals—maintain few meaningful relationships beyond their own region and tend to perceive the involvement of external powers primarily as another variable shaping local political dynamics.

	This leads to a second observation. Across different historical periods, international political space changes not only because the identity, boundaries, and relative importance of regional systems evolve, but also because the nature and intensity of the relationships connecting those systems to one another—and to the wider global arena—undergo continuous transformation.

	On the one hand, the relationship between global and regional spaces may assume a hierarchical character, particularly when developments within a dominant international arena exert a far greater influence upon subordinate regional systems than those regional systems can exercise in return.12 This was, for example, the prevailing architecture of relations between Europe and the wider world over roughly the last four centuries, and especially from the early nineteenth century until the middle of the twentieth century. The Cold War preserved this hierarchical relationship even after the catastrophe of the two World Wars. As the principal theatre of East–West confrontation, Europe remained the only geopolitical space in which no war could be fought without inevitably engaging all the other regions of the international system. That privileged position has now disappeared. The war in Ukraine has demonstrated this more clearly than any previous event, as many extra-European actors have perceived—and, in some cases, deliberately treated—it as little more than a regional European conflict rather than a crisis affecting the international order as a whole.

	At the same time, regional systems may exhibit varying degrees of coherence both internally and in relation to the wider international system, depending on the actors involved, the prevailing patterns of conflict, and the political languages through which those conflicts are interpreted.13 In some historical periods, regional systems are linked together by the presence of the same global powers, alliance structures, and strategic rivalries—as occurred most clearly during the Cold War. In others, each regional system develops its own constellation of actors, alliances, and conflicts, distinct from those of every other region, while nevertheless remaining open—at least to some extent—to the diplomatic, military, or economic penetration of extra-regional powers seeking strategic opportunities.

	It is precisely this coexistence of global and regional dynamics that brings us to the most critical issue. Regardless of their respective weight in any given historical period, global and regional dynamics never operate independently. Rather, they are bound together through a continuous process of reciprocal interaction, partial overlap, and mutual distortion, generated by the fundamentally different perspectives from which international politics is perceived.

	For extra-regional powers, the evolution of any particular regional system is necessarily interpreted as one component of the broader global strategic environment. Regional actors, by contrast, invariably interpret the behaviour of external powers through the prism of their own local political and strategic circumstances. It is this divergence of perspectives that generates a permanent process of mutual exploitation, whereby both stronger and weaker actors seek to exploit one another for their own strategic purposes.14

	For major extra-regional powers, the objective is to subordinate regional politics to broader global competition. This may involve securing military bases or other strategic facilities in exchange for support for the foreign-policy—or, more often, domestic political—objectives of local partners, or mobilising those partners in pursuit of diplomatic and military objectives extending well beyond the region itself.

	Regional actors, however, frequently prove even more adept at reversing this relationship. Rather than simply accommodating the strategic priorities of external powers, they seek to exploit those priorities in pursuit of their own local interests. They do so by ‘increasing the political price’ of their cooperation—or even of their acquiescence—and by ‘converting’ the diplomatic, military, or economic resources thereby obtained into instruments for strengthening their own position within regional competitions. Even more frequently, these external resources are employed to reinforce domestic political cohesion whenever economic fragility or internal instability threatens regime survival.

	It was precisely this phenomenon—what Raymond Aron famously described as the “exploitation of the strong by the weak”—that he identified in 1960 while analysing the interaction between the global arena of the Cold War and the multiple regional systems emerging from the process of decolonisation. As Aron observed:

	The sign by which one may recognise that a region of the world has become either a theatre or a stake of the Cold War is that the relationship between the strong and the weak is reversed15.16

	2. Beyond the Twentieth Century. The Resurgence of Regional Dynamics

	We can now turn to the central issue—or, more precisely, to the series of interconnected questions that lies at the heart of this chapter. How is the relationship between the global and the regional dimensions of international politics changing? To what extent do regional systems still resemble one another in terms of their political actors, institutional development, patterns of conflict, strategic cultures, and distributions of power? How closely are they connected to one another and to the wider international order? Above all, what mechanisms continue to bind them together, preventing each regional system from following an entirely autonomous historical trajectory?

	Addressing these questions allows us to identify one of the most significant transformations accompanying the transition from the twentieth to the twenty-first century. Throughout the twentieth century—and even more markedly during the entire lifespan of the bipolar international system—global dynamics steadily prevailed over regional ones.17 This was not because regional systems lacked distinctive characteristics of their own. On the contrary, the Middle Eastern Regional Security Complex already displayed political actors, conflict patterns, and security dynamics fundamentally different from those characterising South Asia, East Asia, or Europe. Yet these regional differences were largely contained—and, at critical moments, effectively overridden—by the extraordinary degree to which the global system penetrated regional political orders.

	This penetration manifested itself in several interconnected dimensions. It was cultural, owing both to the enduring legacy of Western expansion and to the worldwide circulation of the two universal ideological languages of the Cold War: liberal democracy and socialism. It was institutional, through the global diffusion of the sovereign state as the dominant political form and the parallel proliferation of universal international organisations. Above all, however, it was diplomatic and strategic, reflecting the omnipresence of the two superpowers and the East–West confrontation. Paradoxically, this rivalry functioned simultaneously as the principal force of division and the principal force of cohesion within the international system, while also containing the risks of both horizontal and vertical conflict escalation.

	This powerful mechanism through which regional systems were subordinated to global dynamics began to weaken—at least temporarily—with the end of the twentieth century.18 The disappearance of the overarching ideological divide between liberalism and socialism gave way to a far more fragmented landscape of symbolic resources and political narratives, each rooted in its own regional context. These narratives proved highly effective within their respective cultural environments, yet often unintelligible—or politically irrelevant—outside them.

	At the same time, the gradual erosion of the multilateral architecture that had underpinned international order encouraged the proliferation of increasingly diverse regional organisations. Simultaneously, profound institutional differences—long obscured beneath the superficial global diffusion of the sovereign state and the nation-state model—re-emerged with renewed force. Most importantly, the collapse of the bipolar system's diplomatic and strategic foundation—the East–West divide—substantially weakened, and in some cases altogether eliminated, the political linkages connecting the various regional systems, thereby disrupting once again both the horizontal and the vertical continuity of international conflicts.

	This reversal in the relationship between global and regional dynamics fundamentally altered the coordinates of international politics.

	Its first consequence was not the creation of differences among regional systems, but rather the amplification of differences that had always existed. In the absence of a dominant global order capable of encompassing—and, when necessary, neutralising—regional diversity, regional dynamics increasingly emancipated themselves from global constraints. As a result, regional hierarchies of power acquired growing political significance and, potentially, an increasing degree of strategic autonomy vis-à-vis the global distribution of power.

	A second consequence followed directly from this transformation. During the Cold War, the security of every political actor ultimately had depended upon the balance between the capabilities and intentions of the two opposing global alliance systems. In the post-bipolar international environment, by contrast, both political leaders and public opinion increasingly came to perceive national security as being determined primarily by the capabilities and intentions of partners and adversaries located within their own region, while attaching progressively less importance to actors situated elsewhere in the international system.

	This brings us to a third point. With the disappearance of the global East–West confrontation, responsibility for mediating relations among the world's various regional systems effectively passed to the sole remaining superpower: the United States. In assuming this role, however, Washington has acquired both significant advantages and equally significant—indeed, steadily increasing—constraints.

	Its principal advantage lay in its ability to function as a ‘swing power’,19 simultaneously engaged across all major regions without being structurally bound to any one of them. 

	This unique position enabled the United States to calibrate both the scope and the nature of its involvement according to changing strategic priorities, renegotiating the terms of its commitments from a position of relative strength. As Barry Buzan observed, a genuine swing strategy does not require the United States to choose one region at the expense of another; rather, it allows Washington to leverage the possibility of such choices in order to preserve influence across all of them. Precisely because Europe, East Asia, and other strategically important regions continue to depend upon American engagement in crucial respects, they are effectively compelled to compete for sustained U.S. attention.20

	The disadvantages, however, are equally evident. The growing divergence between America's global strategic outlook and the more geographically limited perspectives of its allies has made cooperation increasingly costly for all parties involved. Convincing regional actors to accept an enduring American presence within their respective security environments—and, where possible, to contribute to operations beyond their own regions—has become progressively more difficult.

	The reversal in the relationship between global and regional dynamics has therefore generated a gradual but persistent increase in the political costs of alliance management.21 For weaker allies, delegating security responsibilities and elements of sovereignty to the dominant power is no longer sufficient—and has become considerably more risky—because it now requires assuming more active roles across a far broader geographical spectrum, including crisis prevention, crisis management, peace support operations, and out-of-area deployments.

	The same is true, albeit in reverse, for the United States itself. During the bipolar era, countering a single global adversary was actually enough to reassure the entire alliance system. In today’s fragmented strategic environment, by contrast, Washington cannot satisfy all of its partners without simultaneously confronting multiple—and often unrelated—regional threats. The diversification of security demands has therefore produced an equally significant fragmentation of strategic rewards. Once allies no longer share the same perceptions of threat or the same political priorities, reassuring them all inevitably becomes politically, militarily, and economically more burdensome.

	Finally, this reversal has also transformed the mechanisms through which security dynamics spread from one region to another. Threats originating within a specific Regional Security Complex tend to ‘diminish in both intensity and political salience’ as they move beyond its geographical boundaries. A conflict that poses an existential threat to one or more regional actors is often perceived elsewhere primarily through its indirect consequences: environmental disruption, large-scale migration, interruptions to trade routes or energy supplies, and comparable forms of transregional instability. With the disappearance of the common strategic language once provided by global ideological confrontation, threats not only lose intensity as they travel across regional boundaries; they also become progressively less intelligible to external audiences. The potential costs of failure may therefore decline—but the likelihood of strategic misunderstanding increases correspondingly.

	3. Towards a New Transformation? Emerging Trends

	Although the reversal in the relationship between global and regional dynamics remains one of the defining features of the contemporary international order, recent developments seem to suggest that something is changing once again. In particular, a number of developments that have emerged over the past few years—initially driven by the gradual resurgence of political, economic, and military competition among the United States, Russia, and China, and subsequently reinforced by the outbreak of the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East—have begun to reshape the relationship between the global and the regional dimensions of international politics.

	The first, and arguably most significant, of these developments is the possible—and increasingly plausible—re-emergence of a global axis of strategic competition centred on the United States and China. Although characterising this rivalry as a ‘new Cold War’ is both historically simplistic and analytically misleading, the return of competition on a genuinely global scale is likely to generate new forms of diplomatic and strategic interdependence among the various Regional Security Complexes. These interconnections may not reach the degree of integration that characterised the bipolar confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union, yet they are likely to be sufficiently robust to reinforce once again the penetration of global dynamics into regional security systems.

	A second trend, only partly related to the first, concerns the reopening of the channels through which regional conflicts increasingly influence one another. The wars in Ukraine and the Middle East have already highlighted this phenomenon. The reciprocal strategic support between Iran and Russia, the deployment of thousands of North Korean troops to the Ukrainian theatre, and, conversely, the extensive military assistance provided by European countries and the United States to both Ukraine and Israel all illustrate the progressive interconnection of conflicts that were once regarded as geographically distinct.

	It is still too early to conclude that these developments are sufficient to merge separate regional wars into a single global conflict, thereby validating the much-discussed—but thus far analytically unconvincing—notion of a ‘piecemeal world war’. Nevertheless, the renewed diplomatic and strategic interdependence among different regional conflicts is already generating a powerful process of mutual reinforcement and cross-regional spillover, one that is likely to amplify, over time, the political, economic, and potentially military consequences of crises far beyond their original geographical boundaries.

	A third trend follows directly from this process and has been vividly illustrated by Iran's response to the Israeli and American strikes conducted since the end of February. Even where Regional Security Complexes remain only loosely connected at the diplomatic or political level, severe regional crises may nonetheless generate contagion effects that extend well beyond their immediate geographical environment.

	In most instances, such contagion emerges unintentionally from the multiple forms of interdependence—economic, commercial, environmental, and technological—that continue to link one region to another, with effects generally diminishing as geographical distance increases. In other circumstances, however, contagion may itself become a deliberate strategic objective. Regional actors may intentionally seek to reconnect a ‘local’ conflict with the broader ‘global’ environment in order to increase its international visibility or political relevance or, as the Iranian case illustrates, to raise the political and strategic costs of external intervention or military coercion.

	Finally, it is necessary to consider the possibility that the transformation currently under way concerns not merely the degree of interconnection among Regional Security Complexes, but the very nature of that interconnection. Such a development would result from the progressive reorganisation of regional systems around pivot states, regional hegemons, or even imperial—or quasi-imperial—political structures.

	This possibility has been advanced by scholars who interpret current developments as signalling nothing less than the end of the modern ‘interstate exception’ and the gradual return of international order to its historically more familiar imperial configuration.22 It also recalls, albeit in a different intellectual context, the legal and geopolitical alternative to liberal universalism originally formulated in the German geopolitical doctrine of ‘Greater Spaces’,23 later reformulated in cultural terms through Samuel Huntington’s theory of the ‘clash of civilizations’.24

	Should such a transformation materialise, regionalisation and globalisation would cease to represent competing tendencies and instead become mutually reinforcing processes. On the one hand, regionalisation would reach its logical conclusion through the progressive closure of each regional order to external interference, resulting in a proliferation of regional spheres of influence reminiscent of multiple Monroe Doctrines, this time asserted not by a single dominant power but by several ascending ones25.26 On the other hand, the emergence of these regional empires—or macro-regional political spaces—would not necessarily imply the end of globalisation. Quite the contrary. As Oswald Spengler anticipated almost a century ago27, competition among entire continental-scale political entities could itself become the defining characteristic of a new era of world politics, marking the transition to what he described as “an age of gigantic struggles”—the ultimate expression of a truly global Grosspolitik.
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The Renewed Centrality of Inland Seas. 
The Regionalisation of the Wider Mediterranean28

	Matteo Marconi

	1. Regionalisation processes in geopolitics

	The technological revolution in communications that unfolded during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries significantly compressed physical distances, facilitating accelerated interactions among locales traditionally deemed remote. This shift has exponentially intensified reciprocal relations, to the extent that events occurring at a vast physical remove now exert a direct impact on our operational capacity and the broader strategic context in which we operate. For instance, geopolitical friction in the South China Sea between China and the United States directly reverberates within Italy; it impacts, first, bilateral import and export flows with China, and second, the broader geopolitical and geostrategic interests of the respective allied frameworks.

	More broadly, global interconnectivity catalyzes cross-border encounters, structural frictions, and hybridizations that were previously far more protracted and rare. An examination of the hypertrophied relational space within the Mediterranean immediately reveals the profound systemic complexity generated by this emergent geography.

	This complexity, however, does not manifest as a uniform layer that hardens proportionally and homogeneously. Relational networks remain inherently unstable and irregular, governed by variables that can introduce severe friction into interactions between highly distant states—such as the commercial linkages between Italy and China—while simultaneously decoupling or attenuating connections between geographically proximate regions, such as the northern and southern littorals of the Mediterranean basin.

	When this web of complexity exhibits internal coherence—meaning that the interrelations among specific locales are deep, enduring, and multidimensional—distinct geopolitical regions begin to crystallize. This regional coherence is primarily generated by two mutually rebalancing forces: first, structural force, or the geopolitical landscape, which encompasses both physical environmental configurations and the socio-economic and symbolic sedimentations embedded within a territory; second, voluntary force, namely purposeful political action, which actively alters the very landscape in which it operates while simultaneously navigating its systemic resistances and remaining subject to its material constraints.

	2. The ‘Wider Mediterranean’ as a geopolitical region

	Since the early 1980s, a novel geopolitical paradigm has emerged as an alternative to the prevailing bifurcation of the global order into two antagonistic ideological blocs. The rigid bipolarity of the US-Soviet confrontation has progressively yielded to more complex, multifaceted, and overlapping geopolitical representations. Within this context of shifting strategic frameworks, Italian geopolitical discourse gave rise to the conceptualization of the “Wider Mediterranean”. Formulated by the Italian Navy, this strategic paradigm centres on the broader Mediterranean basin, with the explicit objective of restoring the region’s structural coherence and strategic autonomy.29 The research and synthesis that began in the 1980s at the Italian Naval War College in Livorno became known as the Dottrina del Mediterraneo Allargato [Wider Mediterranean Doctrine], involving work by officers such as Rear Admiral Ramoino30 and scholars including Giorgio Giorgerini.31

	The Wider Mediterranean is perhaps the most interesting strategic proposal to come out of Italy in the last forty years. It is an innovative political and theoretical concept,32 anticipating elements of the epochal change taking place in the 1980s, rethinking Italy’s role in international relations beyond its membership of the Atlantic Alliance and overcoming the cognitive limits of physical space.

	From a theoretical perspective, the concept of the Wider Mediterranean aligns conceptually with the seminal intuition of the French historian Fernand Braudel. Formulated in the late 1940s, Braudel’s thesis posited that the Mediterranean is not merely a single physical basin, but rather a dense succession of maritime and terrestrial spaces interwoven by commercial, political, and cultural exchanges. In its historical ascendancy, this network effectively forged a geopolitical theater far more expansive than the boundaries delineated by conventional cartography.33

	For Braudel, the primary determinant in the maritime economy was the web of multifaceted relationships among human actors, which, transcending identity politics, forged a remarkably cohesive framework of shared interests and structural complicities. This foundational geographical theory explored the correlations between material realities to achieve a synthesis that was not merely morphological, but profoundly relational. Braudel thus characterized the Mediterranean as a “luminous centre” whose civilizing force expanded well beyond the confines of the physical basin, gradually dissipating only where light could no longer be clearly distinguished from shadow—rendering its precise material boundaries fundamentally indeterminate. This approach reflects the intellectual lineage of Braudel, who had been a student of Lucien Febvre; the latter had reached his pedagogical zenith with the seminal work significantly entitled The Earth and Human Evolution.34

	These prestigious conceptual assonances have aligned the paradigm of the Wider Mediterranean—which is by no means an analytical given—with certain tenets developed by contemporary human and social sciences. In the 1980s, the critical momentum of the “spatial turn” reminded the scholarly community that quantitative reductionism is not the sole viable perspective in spatial analysis. While the neo-positivist approach referred exclusively to geometric and quantitative parameters, the spatial turn rediscovered the economic, social, and more broadly cultural dimensions of space. Consequently, space was no longer conceptualized as an abstract container possessing intrinsic, immutable characteristics, but rather as the product of continuous interaction among distinct entities.

	Similarly, the space delimitation criterion of the Italian Navy for the Wider Mediterranean is established on an anthropic rather than morphological basis,35 only that — in addition to social, political and economic relations in their broad sense, or ‘structure’ — what matters is the defence of choke points and lines of communication and supply, hence the strategic military and economic nodes that are essential to the life of the state. From the Suez Canal to the Strait of Gibraltar—the primary gateways connecting the Mediterranean to the global oceans—extending to the Bab-el-Mandeb and the Strait of Hormuz, these choke points function as critical hubs for regional and global trade. Intertwined with these nodes are the sea lines of communication (SLOCs) that are equally indispensable to economic life, most notably the world’s primary commercial artery, which extends from the ports of the South China Sea, along the maritime rim of Eurasia, to Europe and beyond. While this maritime traffic partially sustains local Mediterranean economies, these waterways function fundamentally as the most efficient communication network on a global scale. The Wider Mediterranean thus emerges as a unified theater of operations, integrated not merely for abstract strategic reasons, but demanding a cohesive strategic approach because it constitutes the functional arena for the assertion of core national interests. The resulting geopolitical architecture encompasses the maritime basin proper alongside its adjacent, heavily influenced seas and gulfs—chiefly the Black Sea, the Red Sea, and the Persian Gulf—extending to recent geostrategic developments that encompass the Gulf of Aden and the Gulf of Guinea. Concurrently, these maritime spaces condition the security and stability of the populations inhabiting their littorals, directly implicating European states on the northern shore, North Africa, and the Near East alike.

	The Wider Mediterranean can therefore be defined as a coherent geopolitical landscape structured by these very criteria: a succession of aquatic spaces and landmasses arranged in a structural grid of supply and communication lines.

	This architecture implicitly codifies a specific geopolitical vision of the Wider Mediterranean, which can be synthesized in a single imperative: preservation. This entails preserving the essential flows necessary for the sustenance of the political community—encompassing food security, economic viability, and military defence—while concurrently maintaining regional security and stability. Within the Wider Mediterranean, the survival of the state demands the preservation of these supply and communication lines, which remain the primary focus of strategic attention. Preserving the essential needs of sustenance as the foundational baseline of associated living constitutes a classic topos of modern political theory, which partly elucidates the enduring conceptual appeal of this paradigm among strategic thinkers.

	The inherent complexity of cultural and economic relations dictates that the delimitation of the Wider Mediterranean does not manifest as a rigid border, but rather as a mobile frontier, varying in intensity and fluctuating according to historical contingencies. This perspective avoids a binary mechanism of inclusion or exclusion regarding geopolitical actors, seeking instead to map the fluid complexity of the interests at stake. For this reason, the Wider Mediterranean has been integrated—either directly or indirectly—as a relevant operational variable within international organisations and alliances such as NATO and the European Union, reflecting their increasingly post-state-centric orientation.36

	It is precisely in relation to modern statehood that one of the concept’s most significant innovations becomes apparent. The Wider Mediterranean represents an inhomogeneous, anisotropic space shaped by the varying strategic weight of the nodes and vectors of which it is composed, based on deliberately subjective criteria. This stands in stark contrast to the Cartesian framework of the modern state—fixed, homogeneous, and strictly delimited according to the linear coordinates of Western legal-geographical tradition. It was by no means a foregone conclusion that a military-strategic construct could redefine the essential attributes of the modern state; yet, if such a conceptual shift were possible, it naturally fell to naval thought to articulate it. The maritime domain cannot be easily contained by the rigid prescriptions of terrestrial rule of law; rather, it inherently resists enclosure in the name of the freedom of navigation.

	The principle of the freedom of the seas does not readily submit to the logic of absolute territorial sovereignty. This is demonstrated by the fact that the Wider Mediterranean paradigm does not assert sovereignty over a specific stretch of water, but instead identifies the fundamental, vital nerve centres that must be defended to secure the associated life of the nation. Consequently, it introduces the principle that security can no longer reside exclusively in the defence of the rigid borders established by the nation-state, but must necessarily project itself outward into the complexity of a global system defined by highly liquid, conflicting interests, much like the maritime environment on which these disputes are played out.

	Despite this focus on nodes and lines of communication, the strategic stakes within the Wider Mediterranean diverge significantly from the classical freedom of the seas championed by British thalassocracy during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Under that historical system, the maritime order did not directly intersect with the terrestrial domain, generating a structural dichotomy that early twentieth-century classical geopolitics framed as an existential opposition between sea powers and land powers.37

	The Wider Mediterranean, by contrast, directly implicates littoral states and extends its geostrategic reach well beyond the physical boundary of the coastline. Within this framework, maritime and terrestrial orders converge as complementary dimensions of a singular cultural, political, and economic process. Although the strategic paradigm is operationalized through the defence of lines of communication and critical hubs, these serve fundamentally as the nerve centres of a political-economic system that encompasses the mainland. The very conceptualization of a Wider Mediterranean implies that the significance of this space depends not only on the focal points to be controlled, but also on the structural, cultural, and economic attributes of the interconnected countries.38 From here, Fernand Braudel saw the Mediterranean as an ensemble of water and land.

	3. Oceanic order and mediterranean order

	The unitary vision of the Mediterranean stands in stark contrast to the depiction of the same maritime basin when viewed from an oceanic perspective. The defining characteristics of these two distinct geopolitical representations were already clearly delineated in the work of Captain Francesco Bertonelli, a prominent officer of the Regia Marina [Italian Royal Navy]:

	‘The Mediterranean can be studied from two different points of view:

	
		As one of the world’s great lines of communication, as the transit channel between the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean, in this sense the Red Sea becomes not only a geographical, but also a political extension of the Mediterranean. […]

		As an inland sea that has problems of its own independent from those that affect it as a great channel of transit between the two oceans; more precisely, problems of borders between the various states, of possession of the various islands, of communications between one shore and the other, problems of economic competition and political supremacies.’39



	Those who dominate the ocean view the Mediterranean as a subordinate area, a simple line of communication between the Indian Ocean and Atlantic Ocean. For those who sail the oceans, avoiding the Cape of Good Hope to go from the Indian Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean makes the journey more efficient, saving many days of travel. However, this question of economy in the lines of communication completely ignores the peculiarities of the developed land on Mediterranean shores. The oceanic interpretation of the Mediterranean arose in the modern world, led by Britain, from a vision of radical opposition between land and sea, whereby the maritime order is experienced as mare liberum, governed by the control of lines of communication and junctions.

	This approach was explicitly challenged by Bertonelli, who in the early 1930s formulated a radically innovative strategic conception of the Mediterranean, both in its methodology and its conclusions. His framework emphasized the critical importance of Mediterranean choke points—specifically the Bosporus, the Dardanelles, Suez, Gibraltar, Hormuz, and the Bab-el-Mandeb—for the control of European supply lines and intercontinental trade routes, while concurrently accounting for the complex historical and cultural relationships defining the region. Bertonelli conceptually integrated the Black Sea, the Red Sea, and the Gulf of Aden into his definition of the Mediterranean, coalescing them into a singular geostrategic theater bound by the deep interpenetration of their respective interests and shared geopolitical dynamics:

	‘communications with the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean, and with the Black Sea, must always be ensured, in peace and in war; that is, the gates of the Mediterranean must not be exclusively under the dominion of powers that may have interests hostile to those of Italy.’40

	Although the oceanic order and the Wider Mediterranean are conceptually linked by the maritime hubs and lines of communication that structure their respective geopolitical landscapes, a fundamental divergence exists in their underlying rationale. Within the Wider Mediterranean framework, sea lines of communication function dynamically to sustain the material existence, food security, and socio-economic subsistence of the constituent territories and populations. Conversely, global thalassocratic strategies prioritize exclusively the transit corridors that traverse the inland sea. The Wider Mediterranean paradigm thus serves, at least potentially, as a mechanism to guarantee vital economic supplies, resource distribution, and regional stability.

	This contrast is highly significant, as the contemporary geopolitical architecture remains conditioned by the legacy of British oceanic hegemony in the Mediterranean—a dominance that materialized during the eighteenth century after the inland sea had ceded its historical centrality as the primary terminal outlet for Euro-Asian trade networks.

	4. Hybridisation of land and sea: the renaissance of the inland sea

	In the contemporary era, the global system is poised for a significant paradigm shift precipitated by the structural crisis of the modern British maritime order, which has progressively hybridized with the terrestrial domain over the last century. The classical dichotomy between land and sea powers has been fundamentally eroded by technological advancements, which have blurred the boundaries between terrestrial and naval warfare through the mutual penetration of their respective spatial realms. This transformation is further accelerated by the ongoing erosion of the high seas, driven by the expansion of territorial waters under absolute state sovereignty and the proliferation of Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs). Established under the 1982 United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), the EEZ projects a littoral state’s functional jurisdiction up to 200 nautical miles from its baseline, granting exclusive rights to the exploitation of the water column, the seabed, and their associated natural resources.

	Cumulatively, while the traditional territorial sovereignty of nation-states has been attenuated by globalisation, the capacity of states to exercise jurisdiction over maritime spaces has concurrently expanded. Consequently, the modern political alignment of state, territory, and absolute authority has collapsed, as has its conceptual mirror image—the notion of a free and inherently inappropriable sea. This dual mechanism of the expansion and retraction of state authority is no longer solely contingent upon formal legal codification, but increasingly depends on the material possibilities embedded within the geopolitical landscape of each respective actor.

	Thus, the ongoing territorialization of the sea compels states to assert specific sovereign functions over what was previously the high seas, ultimately subordinating the classical thalassocratic-oceanic vision of the Mediterranean. Absent an unrestricted maritime common, oceanic powers forfeit their strategic freedom of maneuver regarding both commercial transit and power projection. Economic prerogatives are increasingly captured by littoral states, while hostile military activities are pushed further offshore by the outward extension of sovereign waters. As a result, it has become conventional for coastal states to negotiate and bargain over issues previously deemed legally non-applicable, beginning with the necessity of delineating maritime boundaries through bilateral agreements, mimicking a process that has characterized terrestrial politics for millennia.

	Among the most conspicuous consequences of this shifting geopolitical architecture is the escalation of disputes within and over maritime spaces. A prime example is the discovery of extensive offshore natural gas fields in the Levant Basin, which has triggered geostrategic friction and a realignment of coalitions among regional actors competing for maritime exploration and drilling rights. Consequently, the Mediterranean must also be analysed through the lens of its endogenous dynamics, independently of its structural function as a mere transit corridor connecting the Indian and Atlantic Oceans.

	5. Political practices in the inland sea

	The geopolitical rediscovery in the 1980s by the Italian Navy of a Mediterranean framework extending as far as the Persian Gulf and the Ukrainian littoral was by no means accidental. The gradual deterioration and ultimate, abrupt collapse of the bipolar global order necessitated a profound restructuring of the strategic concepts and naval doctrines inherited from the Cold War, which had become increasingly ill-suited to the exigencies of the newly emerging international security environment.

	Although the end of Bipolarism coincided with the end of the clash between antithetical cultural, social, moral and economic conceptions, the global hegemony of the Western development model did not automatically translate into the political dominance that most proponents of the ‘End of History’41 believed would follow.

	Rather, the coalition that emerged victorious from the Cold War exhibited profound structural fractures, maintaining a superficial unity of purpose more from the absence of viable structural alternatives than from genuine consensus. The newly established global order manifested as a hybrid system, superficially dominated by a widely shared institutional rhetoric but fundamentally underpinned by a complex web of regional and transnational balances of power.

	Although the United States and NATO have formally retained their roles as the ultimate guarantors of systemic stability and international law—giving rise to what has been problematically, and arguably erroneously, termed a “unipolar order”—contemporary international governance is actually maintained by an intricate and interconnected jigsaw of spheres of influence. This multidimensional and inherently multipolar architecture is characterized by overlapping and intersecting socio-political vectors, including hierarchical religious identities, international alliances of varying structural intensity, fluid financial markets, industrial clusters, and commercial networks.42

	In this transformative process, the oceanic order maintains a high degree of resilience—as demonstrated by contemporary political practice—thereby completing our assessment of the current geopolitical landscape. Indeed, the existing architecture of political relations within the Mediterranean basin appears structurally inadequate to accommodate the profound systemic shifts underway or to foster the emergence of a fully autonomous region. This institutional deficit is underscored by a protracted sequence of failed stabilization initiatives.

	The oceanic paradigm remains dominant among the primary strategic actors in the region; consequently, NATO, the United States, Great Britain, and to a certain extent the European Union, routinely approach Mediterranean crises as isolated phenomena, decoupled from broader regional balances. NATO inherently reflects this fragmented perspective of the Mediterranean, a bias encoded in its very designation as a North Atlantic alliance. Similarly, the European Union adopts a marginalist framework that relegates the southern shore to a structural periphery, a disposition evidenced by political and strategic investments that are disproportionately directed toward Eastern Europe.

	European policy toward the southern littoral is characterized by a contradictory assertiveness; while the European Union seeks to position itself as the normative benchmark for socio-economic progress between the two shores, it fails to deploy sufficient material resources to facilitate a structural transition toward Western socio-economic models within partner states. Ultimately, the European Union asserts the legitimacy of its hegemonic role without fully assuming the attendant strategic responsibilities. This creates a condition of semi-sovereignty that abdicates effective authority, thereby leaving an operational vacuum for individual European member states to pursue their specific national interests—frequently via fragmented actions that fail to conceptualize a cohesive, pan-European strategic framework.

	In a similar vein, the emergent powers entering the Mediterranean theater, most notably Russia and China, lack a unified vision of this maritime space. Nonetheless, their strategic projection contributes to a more intricate distribution of power, effectively preventing the consolidation of a singular hegemonic model or actor.43

	Moreover, it is significant that both Asian powers are traditionally continental in their strategic orientation, as they deploy a geopolitical approach that diverges fundamentally from that of classical thalassocracies. This development aligns with the broader contemporary proliferation of “amphibious” powers—actors capable of projecting influence seamlessly across both terrestrial and maritime domains, a defining characteristic of the current era of hybridized geopolitical orders. Alongside these elements of fragmentation, there are others that lead instead to a unified vision of the sea, a Wider Mediterranean vision:

	a. Characterized as an inland sea, the Mediterranean exhibits a distinct propensity for accommodating ‘amphibious’ powers. The limited geographical distance between its shores mitigates against the development of high-seas maritime capabilities—a constraint exacerbated by the structural closure of the open sea. Here, the territorialised sea is dominant, close to the land sovereignty of the state. This new situation goes hand-in-hand with the reduction of the US role in the Mediterranean, now limited to controlling the operation of its choke points and related communication routes. This need, however, is not at odds with the perspectives of the ‘amphibious’ powers found there. As American strategic interest in the Greater Middle East—the Islamic analogue to the Wider Mediterranean—diminishes, the prospects for cohesive political initiatives within its respective basins conversely expand. 

	b. Macro-regional interests are being established, which require defence on the same scale. This is certainly nothing new, since throughout the Cold War the logic of imperial power had led to exceeding the limits set by the right of non-interference, typical of the modern state. The waning of ideological imperialism has certainly not diminished the increasingly inconsistent and territorially undefined character of national interests. In fact, the rigidly state dimension of political legitimacy is contrasted by a much broader and more varied macro-regional system of interests and a legal system that increasingly struggles to adjust or regulate the lawfulness of the interests pursued. State sovereignty, ultimately, is still only defensible by overcoming the idea of the border as the extreme limit of the interests of the national community. The Wider Mediterranean expresses this need and thus opens a de facto revisitation of the relationship between sovereignty and national interest. The defence of the national interest now involves questioning the absolute character of sovereignty. Hence the assumption of a broader, even multilateral perspective, which is why the concept of the Wider Mediterranean lends itself better than others to strategic planning in contexts such as NATO and the EU.44

	It would be short-sighted to think that the growing conflict and instability in the Mediterranean scenario only concerns the countries that are part of it, or to underestimate their connective and economic capacities.

	Only in the light of an “interconnected geodilation” involving every political, strategic, economic aspect (…) of a complex and vast area with the Mediterranean as its centre’45 it is possible to interpenetrate this geopolitical complexity and, consequently, develop effective solutions.

	As Bertonelli observed nearly a century ago, the Mediterranean constitutes a vital nerve centre of the international maritime architecture, a strategic centrality that has been further augmented by the expansion of the Suez Canal completed in 2015. Although the opening of the Panama Canal at the dawn of the twentieth century provided intercontinental commerce with a secondary transit artery along the East-West axis, the Mediterranean has consistently maintained its status as an exceptionally congested and geostrategically critical maritime corridor linking the Atlantic Ocean to the Indo-Pacific—a region that has concentrated a predominant share of global industrial manufacturing in recent decades. Furthermore, while Mediterranean port infrastructures currently lack the structural capacities necessary to fundamentally challenge the dominance of Northern European ports, the exponential growth in short-sea shipping and regional maritime trade indicates highly favourable development prospects.

	Concurrently, despite the shale revolution precipitating a substantial boom in United States crude oil production, the southeastern peripheries of the Wider Mediterranean space remain a cornerstone of the global energy architecture
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