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To many outsiders, the Horn of

Africa has long appeared trapped in
perpetual flux: a landscape marked by
incomplete decolonisation, contested
state formation, and recurrent civil
wars. Many of the familiar drivers of
conflict - authoritarian rule, exclusionary
politics, militarised state identities,
uneven development, amongst others

- have persisted. As a result, the late
twentieth and early twentyfirst centuries
brought both the promise of more
democratic governance as well as the
violent unravelling of fragile compacts,
culminating in the birth of two of the
world’s newest countries Eritrea in 1993
and South Sudan in 2011. Yet, the past
decade has felt qualitatively different.
Violence has intensified and become
more sustained, domestic turbulence
has spilled over borders and merged
with wider geopolitical contestation, and
the region’s internal crises have been
systematically drawn into international
confrontations over trade routes,
resources, and security architectures.

While much commentary still frames

these developments through relations
with the eastern shore of the Red

Sea and the Gulf, the essays in this
collection insist on a more complex
analysis. The Horn is caught in a dense
web of competing interests, as external
actors vie for influence over its mineral
wealth, resourcerich lands, and strategic
economic access points. For littoral Red
Sea states more generally, the stakes are
exceedingly high. Their coastlines, ports,
and territorial waters have never been
more central to global trade, especially
as sustained, divisive conflict disrupts
the Mediterranean and Gulf regions and
as greatpower rivalries harden around
maritime chokepoints.

The essays in this collection are written
from different angles, geographies, and
political traditions, yet they converge

on a shared diagnosis: the political and
security order around the Horn of Africa
and the Red Sea is being unmade and
remade, not simply by the withdrawal or
decline of great powers, but through a
dense, often turbulent interplay between
external actors and local elites.
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Whereas it is tempting to treat the Horn
primarily as an arena in which external
powers collide, and to assume that
stabilisation must begin with managing
their rivalries, the essays caution

against such a simplistic reading of
entangled interests. They demonstrate
that internal political settlements,
constitutional arrangements, and
longstanding struggles over inclusion
and accountability have not disappeared
beneath the waves of regional
competition. Rather, they continue to
structure the way power is exercised and
experienced, and they condition what
external actors, even proximate ones, can
achieve.

The authors make clear that local
trajectories cannot be understood in
isolation from the wider geopolitical
environment, now exemplified and
amplified by the weakening of the

United States’ authority. The former
“world’s policeman” is in the throes

of confronting its own limits, brought
into particularly sharp relief in this very
region. The sense that US guarantees
are conditional, selective, and sometimes
hollow has profound implications in the
Red Sea basin, where NATO navies once
appeared as the final backstop against
major escalation. That backstop now
looks uncertain. With that in mind, a new
set of actors have stepped forward, often
cast as “middle powers”: states that lack
global reach but wield enough capability
and ambition to shape outcomes in

particular theatres.

The collection does not treat this label as
given, rather it interrogates it. One line

of argument in these essays asks who
these actors are, what defines them, and
how they exercise power in a way that
merits being placed between global and
minor players. Middle power status in this
geopolitical context is at once relative,
operational and aspirational. From this
vantage point, being a “middle power”

is not just a matter of GDP or defence
spending; it is about the ability to occupy
the space between great powers and
local elites so effectively that core state
functions are reorganised around one’s
presence.

A different, more sceptical thread runs
through essays focused on the Gulf.
From this standpoint, presenting Saudi
Arabia or the United Arab Emirates as
“middle powers” is less an analytical
conclusion than a convenient fiction -
one that allows these states to posture in
their own intraregional competition and
in broader contention with larger powers
like the US and China. The language of
middlepower status becomes part of

the performance: a way of signalling
indispensability, of magnifying one’s
perceived utility as a security provider

or investor, and of punching above one’s
structural weight in global policy debates.
It becomes apparent that such posturing
often exceeds what these states can
sustainably deliver, and that their ability
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to act is still tightly circumscribed by
their dependence on American security
guarantees and on global financial
circuits that they do not control.

Across cases, the essays show similar
mechanisms at work. External actors
rarely impose themselves on an inert
landscape. Rather, they plug into
preexisting fractures: between capitals
and peripheries, militaries and civilians,
rival regions and liberation movements
with long memories. In all these cases,
local elites are not passive recipients of
outside agendas. Rather, they are active
brokers who use external ties to outflank
rivals, consolidate patronage, and, at
times, to escape domestic constraints
altogether.

What emerges is a shared picture of
authority being sliced into negotiable
pieces. Control over a port, an oil
terminal, a customs corridor, or an elite
military unit can be detached from
broader national frameworks and folded
into bilateral or trilateral bargains. These
bargains frequently bypass parliaments,
courts, and public debate, and create
longterm financial and legal commitments
that bind successors. The result is a
patchwork political economy in which
distinct external actors are embedded in
different layers of the same state, often
with overlapping or incompatible claims.

At the same time, these essays caution
against overstating external supremacy.
Ambitious strategies routinely generate

outcomes their authors cannot control.
Emirati backing of powerful figures in
Ethiopia or Sudan, or of separatists

in southern Yemen, has sometimes
strengthened those actors’ own
agendas in ways that clash with Emirati
preferences and complicate longterm
objectives. Saudi insistence on working
through central state institutions has not
prevented fragmentation on the ground.
Turkey’s effort to parlay soft power into
hard power and humanitarian presence
into durable influence has, in some
cases, slid into open-ended security
commitments that are hard to unwind.
These actors are influential, but they, too,
are subject to miscalculation, blowback,
and the shifting priorities of the larger
political, security and financial systems
within which they operate.

Viewed together, the collection of essays
suggests that the most decisive variable
in calibrating these complex relationships
is not simply who offers money, arms, or
recognition, but what types of domestic
filters they encounter. Where institutions
are dominated by elite interests and there
is no civil space, as in Sudan or much of
Somalia, external bargains tend to be
struck within narrow elite circles. These
quickly become tools for entrenching
exclusionary power through the elevation
of individuals or small groups of elites
that bargain between themselves to
apportion the country’s wealth amongst
themselves and vie for power within

such a pact. In such settings, public
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opinion has little leverage over the terms
on which foreign states operate, and
international mediation — constrained by
its own orthodoxies - often defaults to
working through the very armed actors
whose dominance creates grounds for
instability.

Where institutions retain some autonomy
and civic pressure can find channels of
expression, as in Kenya, the dynamics
shift. Deals are still signed, and debt
and security cooperation still matter, but
implementation becomes contingent on
surviving judicial oversight, managing
organized labour, and placating an
increasingly assertive public (driven by
a burgeoning younger population) that
exposes agreements to rapid, digital
scrutiny. There, the same category of
external actor must think as much about
defensibility and timing as about access.

Across the wider region, another

pattern becomes apparent: the gradual
dissolution of clear boundaries between
theatres that were once treated as
separate. The Red Sea basin and
adjacent neighbourhoods now function
as a single, if deeply fractured, strategic
space. This interconnectedness amplifies
the stakes of miscalculation. A shift in the
balance between Gulf rivals, as we enter
a new phase of the ongoing confrontation
between Israel and Iran, and an
escalation around maritime chokepoints
will quickly reverberate across already
fragile polities, tightening the constraints

on local actors and reducing the margin
for domestic course correction.

This collection offers less a map of
fixed positions than a set of lenses

for understanding a region in motion.

It shows how external and internal
dynamics are braided together, how
the language of “middle powers” both
reveals and obscures real patterns of
influence, and how the futures of states
around the Horn are being shaped at
once by the choices of their rulers, the
ambitions of their neighbours, and the
evolving limits of a global order in crisis.
It reveals the extent to which the fate of
fragile societies is now tied to contests
over ports and pipelines, currencies and
corridors, fought at the intersection of
regional ambition and global hegemony.
And it poses, implicitly, the question of
whether new forms of accountability -
domestic, regional, or transnational - can
develop fast enough to counter the most
destructive tendencies in this system,
before they harden into a permanent
condition.
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