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This study investigates the role of identity as a critical factor in mediating the relationship between local and regional politics within the broader context of international relations (IR). While identity is frequently acknowledged as a catalyst for political instability and conflict, its function in fostering interdependence across political levels remains underexplored, particularly through empirical research. To address this gap, the study adopts a quantitative methodology, drawing on theories of identity politics and interdependence. A structured survey was administered to assess public perceptions of identity's influence on international engagement and its bridging role between domestic and regional political dynamics. The findings indicate that respondents identify several key mechanisms through which identity fosters interconnection: cross-border solidarity, state-building processes, political legitimacy and survival, identity discourse in foreign policy, and the influence of non-state actors. Notably, participants expressed concern that instrumentalizing identity in state-building poses security threats at various levels—local (37.2%), national (18.2%), international (11.7%), and regional (9%). The data also reveal that ideological divides between social movements and state authorities, as well as transnational alliances between non-state actors and foreign powers, undermine state legitimacy and stability. The study contributes to theoretical and empirical debates in IR by demonstrating how identity shapes political interactions across multiple governance levels. It emphasizes the importance of public perceptions in legitimizing political engagement and reveals how identity can simultaneously serve as a unifying and destabilizing force in regional and international contexts.
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Introduction

The increasing complexity of global politics demands new theoretical frameworks that move beyond material power and institutional structures to account for the ideational forces shaping international relations (IR). Among these, identity1 stands out as a central—yet underexamined—factor in influencing how actors operate across local, regional, and international levels. While conventional approaches such as neorealism reduce state behavior to rational calculations of power and survival, they fail to capture the formative role identity plays in shaping interests, alliances, and legitimacy. In contrast, constructivism offers a compelling lens to study identity, as it foregrounds how social interactions and shared meanings generate political realities.

This study draws primarily on Wendt's (1999) constructivist framework, as articulated in Social Theory of International Politics, which reconceptualizes the international system as a product of socially constructed identities and norms. Wendt argues that “anarchy is what states make of it,” implying that the international order is not given but continually shaped through intersubjective understandings and identity-based interactions. Within this framework, identity is not just a consequence of state behavior, it is constitutive of it. In a complementary manner, Finnemore and Sikkink's theory of norm entrepreneurs (1998) shifts the analytical focus to individuals and networks that propagate norms, influencing political behavior through ideational and identity-driven appeals. These scholars highlight how identity is embedded not only in state structures but also in transnational movements and grassroots activism, making it a dynamic force in both policy and perception.2

Despite growing recognition of identity's relevance, a significant gap remains in empirical studies that explore how identity fosters multilevel interdependence,3 that is, the interconnectedness between local and regional political dynamics. Much of the literature focuses on identity as a driver of conflict or societal fragmentation, while neglecting its potential to serve as a bridge linking political actors, interests, and ideologies across borders. This oversight is particularly acute in regions like the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), where cross-border identities, religious affiliations, and ideological solidarities have long played a decisive role in shaping political alignments and contesting state authority.

This study seeks to fill that gap by examining the following research question: How does public perception conceptualize the role of identity in reinforcing multilevel interdependence in international relations? Grounded in constructivist theory, this research explores how individuals interpret identity's function in linking local communities4 with regional actors, including non-state entities, foreign powers, and transnational movements. By incorporating public opinion as a key analytical category, the study moves beyond elite-centric analyses and provides a grounded view of how identity influences political legitimacy, security, and cooperation at various levels.

The significance of this research lies in its dual contribution: theoretically, it integrates constructivist insights into identity, norms, and multilevel political dynamics; empirically, it offers original data through a cross-national survey of public perceptions in 14 countries. This approach not only deepens our understanding of identity as an ideational force but also highlights how popular narratives influence—and legitimize—interactions across political structures.

In doing so, the study challenges dominant paradigms that treat identity solely as a source of division. Instead, it presents identity as a potential vehicle for political connectivity, strategic engagement, and normative change across local and regional spheres. The next sections elaborate the theoretical framework, survey methodology, and findings that collectively illustrate identity's role in shaping the multilevel interdependence of international politics.



Interdependence in IR

Interdependence in international relations describes the extent of integration and collaboration among states and global actors. It plays an essential role in coordinating economic efforts to support shared political and security aims. Scholars such as Waltz and Wendt highlight that this mutual reliance spans both international and domestic arenas, where actors depend on each other for access to goods, services, and strategic benefits. Although cooperation often accompanies mutual dependence, mutual dependence does not necessarily indicate harmony; adversaries may rely on one another just as much as allies do (Waltz, 1979). No state operates in complete isolation—disengagement imposes substantial costs. According to Wendt, actors within such a system tend to avoid moves that might jeopardize their interconnected interests, even when they recognize the strategic advantages of these ties (Wendt, 1999).

In a similar vein, Waltz argues that reduced levels of interconnectedness hinder communication and increase the likelihood of unintended conflict (Waltz, 1979, p. 138). Other scholars observe that this complex web of reliance presents both risks and opportunities—while it can foster cooperation and promote peace, particularly among democratic states, it can also generate friction.

When such linkages span multiple structural levels involving diverse participants, clashing political agendas and differing values may exacerbate tensions.

From a Marxist standpoint, economic ideology significantly shapes relationships between local and global spheres, particularly in the context of class struggle (Kubálková and Cruickshank, 1989, p. 29–32). Marxists contend that dominant social and economic groups drive states as manifestations of underlying class structures, and their priorities shape foreign policy decisions (Knutsen, 2020, p. 174). This view contrasts with liberal perspectives, which often stress rational behavior and institutional incentives, while downplaying the influence of ideology and cultural identity.

Realist theorists, meanwhile, view mutual reliance as a source of unequal power relations. They argue that stronger actors can increase the vulnerability of weaker ones by making them dependent, thus heightening political pressure (Knutsen, 2020, p. 174; Viotti and Kauppi, 2014, p. 55–56). Such asymmetries fuel religious, cultural, or ideological competition, reinforcing patterns of dominance and systemic inequality.

The interaction between domestic and regional actors during crises further reveals how social competition embeds itself within political systems. (Cerny 2010, p. 29) notes that the evolving connection between local and global dynamics defines the modern political landscape rather than being an isolated trend. Similarly, multilevel interlinkages, spanning internal conditions and external influences—profoundly shape political and societal conflicts across all scales (Sondermann et al., 1970, p. 4).

As shown in Figure 1, mutual reliance represents a multidimensional phenomenon that both binds actors together and expose fault lines of conflict. Power disparities, ideological divisions, and structural complexities at local, regional, and global levels shape these dynamics. Understanding this intricate balance remains vital for interpreting the fluid interplay between cooperation and conflict in today's international relations.


[image: Flowchart depicting the role of identity in multi-level interdependence. Key components include cross-border solidarity, state-building, legitimacy and survival, state dynamics, and non-state actors' uprising. Connections indicate relationships like regional security, local politics, and transnational identities. Concepts such as loyalty, solidarity, and changing power balance are linked. Arrows show directional influences, with “An identity” and “Changing local political balances” at ends.]
FIGURE 1
 Visual representation of the primary dependent and independent variables. Source Created by the authors.




Social factors and interdependence

Social factors play a pivotal role in mediating interactions between state and non-state actors across various levels, forming the structural pattern that intricately links international, regional, and local dynamics as actors navigate power distributions and strive to secure their interests. Cerny further highlights how actors wield power differently depending on regional and local contexts, which adds complexity to interdependence (Cerny, 2010, p. 68).

In this context, constructivist theory offers a compelling framework for examining the interplay between identity and political behavior within local and regional spheres. Unlike realist and neorealist paradigms, which emphasize material capabilities and structural constraints, constructivism foregrounds ideational elements—such as identity, norms, and social constructs—as formative forces that shape the preferences and conduct of both state and non-state actors. Alexander Wendt encapsulates this view by asserting that “anarchy is what states make of it,” underscoring the idea that actors continuously construct the international system through shared understandings and interactions (Wendt, 1992, p. 396). Within this framework, identity actively constitutes the formation of interests, strategic alliances, and conflicts rather than remaining a passive backdrop.

This constructivist lens proves particularly valuable for analyzing global and regional interdependence because it allows scholars to understand how converging or diverging identities influence patterns of cooperation and competition beyond mere material considerations. For the purposes of this study, constructivism provides the tools to explore identity as a dynamic variable that strengthens the interconnectedness between local and regional political dynamics. By situating political actors within their social contexts, constructivist theory transcends the explanatory limitations of structuralist and realist models, probing the normative and historical roots of identity formation and their impact on political behavior. Moreover, it reveals how ideational factors—such as shared narratives and collective memory—can simultaneously foster cohesion and fragmentation within regional systems (Hopf, 1998; Wendt, 1999).

Despite the growing recognition of identity's importance, scholars have underexplored the mechanisms through which identity facilitates connections between political and security interactions across multiple levels. To address this gap, the present study proposes that multiple complex factors embedded within identity reinforce the nexus between local and regional political contexts. Accordingly, the study aims to identify the key identity factors that enhance interdependence within these political strata. To achieve this, we analyze the relationship between multilevel interdependence (as dependent variables) and five independent variables associated with identity dimensions.



Methodology

This study employed a quantitative approach using an online public survey. An advantage of online surveys is that they allow respondents to answer candidly, without fear of judgment. Google Forms was used to create and administer surveys. The survey employed a 3-point Likert scale and offered multiple-choice options. In certain cases, the respondents were permitted to select more than one answer.

The survey included eight demographic questions on age, education level, identity, gender, nationality, and membership in civil associations and political parties. The primary variables were assessed using 11 questions. Participants were asked about the role of identity in connecting local with regional politics. The questions in this research played a significant role as they were intricately linked to its aims and objectives, allowing for an analysis based on demographic categories. However, participants may have found it challenging to provide well-considered responses because they were asked about topics that they might not have contemplated prior to the survey, potentially resulting in inaccurate data.

Snowball sampling was used to select participants aged 18 years old. The questionnaire was accessible to the public for 60 days from February to March 2024.5 The survey encompassed 14 countries, including Arab nations, yielding 435 responses. The study population was substantial, thereby allowing the use of a conservative estimate of 100,000 for the study population size (Thompson, 1987, p. 42–46). In alignment with the statistical guidelines set forth by Steven K. Thompson, the sample size was deemed appropriate, as it represented 5% of the study population.

n=NP(1-P)(N-1)(d2/z2)+P(1-p)100,000×0.5(1-0.5)(100,000-1)(0.051.962)2+0.5(1-0.5)

The equation is defined as follows: \(N\) represents the population size, \(z\) denotes the standard score ranging from 0.95 to 1.95, \(d\) is the margin of error set to 0.05, and \(P\) is the probability value, which is 0.50. Thompson's equation, when used for the study population, yielded an appropriate sample size of 1,454 respondents.

A key limitation of this study lies in the sample size. Based on Steven K. Thompson's sampling formula, a minimum of 1,454 participants was required to achieve statistical representativeness for a population estimated at 100,000, assuming a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error. However, the final dataset comprised only 435 valid responses. This shortfall is primarily attributed to the reliance on snowball sampling, a non-probability technique that inherently restricts the researcher's ability to control both the volume and demographic diversity of participants. The method was selected due to practical difficulties in accessing a comprehensive or randomized sampling frame across the 14 countries included in the study, many of which are Arab states.

Additionally, the data collection period was limited to 60 days, spanning February to March 2024. Given that participation was voluntary and recruitment depended on participant-driven referrals, response rates were variable and difficult to predict. These factors may have introduced selection bias and constrained the generalizability of the findings to the wider population. Nonetheless, the study offers meaningful insights into transnational attitudes and lays the groundwork for future research employing larger and more representative samples.

Table 1 showed that participants provided information on their age, political affiliation, sex, and social identity. It was found that 51.7% of the respondents were female, while 48.3% were male. Most respondents fell within the 18–30 years age range (51.3%), followed by those aged 31–39 years (21.4%).

TABLE 1  Demographic variables.


	Sex
	Frequency
	Percent
	Nationality
	Frequency
	Percent





	Male
	210
	48.3
	Jordan
	7
	1.6

 
	Female
	225
	51.7
	Lebanon
	1
	0.2

 
	Age
	Algeria
	42
	9.7

 
	18–30 years old
	223
	51.3
	Palestine
	2
	0.5

 
	31–39 years old
	93
	21.4
	Iraq
	132
	30.3

 
	40–49 years old
	64
	14.6
	Syria
	1
	0.2

 
	50–59 years old
	42
	9.7
	Saudi Arabia
	4
	0.9

 
	60+ years
	13
	3
	Egypt
	132
	30.3

 
	Political interests and orientation
	UAE
	1
	0.2

 
	Interested in regional political affairs
	295
	67.8
	Sudan
	1
	0.2

 
	Interested in local political affairs
	328
	75.4
	Morocco
	1
	0.2

 
	Interested in the issues of the Muslim world.
	332
	76.3
	Oman
	47
	10.8

 
	Interested in issues of the Arab world.
	339
	77.9
	Bahrain
	61
	14

 
	
	
	
	Kuwait
	3
	0.7






In terms of methodological limitations, the number of survey participants was relatively small and drawn from a limited number of Arab countries, primarily due to the sensitivity of the political and social issues addressed by the key research variables. Nevertheless, the sample is suitable for analyzing participants' perceptions of identity's role in linking local and regional political interactions. Although it is well-established in IR scholarship that mass publics generally have limited knowledge and interest in international affairs (Knecht and Weatherford, 2006, p. 705–727), this study makes a valuable contribution by measuring public perceptions regarding the effects of identity within complex international relations contexts. Through respondents' views, we gain insight into whether identity plays a role in linking multi-level interactions in international relations. Furthermore, the study draws on public perceptions to identify the key factors that make identity an influential element in promoting multi-level interdependence.

Table 2 presents the internal consistency of the survey constructs as measured by Cronbach's alpha coefficients, which range from 0.256 to 0.674. These values indicate generally weak to moderate internal reliability. According to conventional benchmarks, alpha values below 0.6 suggest that some constructs may lack adequate reliability, potentially due to the limited number of items in certain scales or the conceptual heterogeneity of the measured constructs. Nonetheless, despite these limitations, the instrument provides valuable preliminary insights into the role of identity in linking local and regional political interactions. We recommend that future research improves the reliability of these measures by including additional items and conducting rigorous empirical validation.

TABLE 2  The results of Cronbach's alpha for the validity of the variables.


	Variable
	Factors
	Alpha





	Cross-border solidaritya
	An identity is strengthened by the interdependence between local social groups and external forces.
	0.593

 
	State building
	Using identity as a tool in the state-building process
	0.401

 
	Legitimacy and survival
	A solidarity between external actors and local social groups
	0.611

 
	The politics of an identity in a state foreign policy discourse
	Countries provide support to social groups in other countries.
	0.674

 
	The uprising of non-state actors
	Social groups play a significant role in connecting local politics with regional politics.
	0.256

 
	Total
	All options
	0.724





aSolidarity is fellowship or union arising from common interests and responsibilities, as between people, group members or classes.






Cross-border solidarity

Identity and ideology are a system of ideas that shapes how individuals perceive their existence and relationships. It encompasses aspects such as identity and religion, which can enhance social solidarity within a society (Thompson, 1986, p.44). Identity and ideological solidarity are based on a collective of ideas that are partly cohesive and aim to engage through behaviors that achieve accomplishments or maintain the group's survival or future (Waxman, 1978, p. 3).

The appeal of identity, along with religious and ideological factors, intensifies multilevel interdependencies in conflicts and political interactions at both regional and local levels. A plausible explanation for this interdependence is solidarity, based on ideology, religion, and identity among international actors and local entities at the community level (Sangiovanni and Viehoff, 2023).

In IR, identity plays a crucial role in reinforcing the interdependencies between non-state actors and authorities at local and regional levels. This phenomenon can be attributed to how identity and ideology promote interdependence between local social groups and foreign powers, fostering a sense of solidarity and ideological allegiance among political and religious leaders across nations (Darwich, 2021).

Figure 2 illustrated that, when participants were questioned about the role of identity in reinforcing ties between local and regional politics, many respondents indicated that identity enhanced loyalty (72.2%), interdependence (71.5%), and solidarity (48.5%) among non-state actors and external entities with a shared identity. Although some argued that the state's foreign decision-making process was not influenced by social identity but rather by rationality and pragmatism—and that social dimensions were used merely as tools to achieve foreign policy goals (Kahler, 1998, p. 919–941)—these statistical results were significant for decision-makers, as they emphasized the importance of identity in linking local and regional political interactions. In international relations, identity played a critical role in strengthening interdependencies among social identity groups at both local and regional levels. This occurred through social solidarity and loyalty, which posed potential threats to political stability at these levels.


[image: Bar graph titled “Graph 1” shows the relationship between non-state actors and external forces. Loyalty is highest at 72.20%, followed by interdependence at 71.50%, and solidarity at 48.50%.]
FIGURE 2
 I envision identity as fostering... between non-state actors and external forces with which they share an identity.


In response to the question, “Do you think that the interdependence between non-state actors and external forces threatened society, the state, and the international system?”, a range of responses was elicited. As shown in Figure 3, very few participants believed that interdependence threatened the following security aspects: community (34.2%), state (28.7%), regional environment (21.4%), or international order (12.4%). This statistic was significant because it indicated that the effect of identity on regional and local security was substantial, particularly when identity allowed states to access the local interactions of other states by leveraging identity-based relationships with non-state actors to influence both communities and governments.


[image: Bar graph illustrating perceptions of threats from interdependence between non-state actors and external forces. Community security is perceived most threatened at thirty-four point two percent, followed by state security at twenty-eight point seven percent, regional security at twenty-one point four percent, and international security at twelve point four percent.]
FIGURE 3
 I imagine that the interdependence between a non-state actors and external forces threatens….


The principal objective of interdependence between regional stakeholders and non-state actors is to foster solidarity and social cohesion. These interactions seek to establish reciprocal dependencies in the political, economic, military, and social contexts. Religious and identity-based solidarity and loyalty have become dominant forces in the relationship between non-state actors and key countries in IR (Modongal, 2023). Communities provide support for geopolitical policies of actors with similar identities in other state-building processes.



State building

Understanding the process of constructing a state and its identity, along with the impact of social movements on the state's development in modern history, helps comprehend how social entities' identities have shaped the complex interactions between domestic and regional environments. While an identity might challenge the regime, the authority may adopt a contrasting identity at the constitutional level to secure the regime's legitimacy and survival, thereby influencing internal balance (Przeworski, 2023, p. 979–988). However, these complex interactions may have negative security and political repercussions on society, the state, and the regional environment.

Table 3 shows that nearly two-thirds of the participants (63%) agreed that excluding certain local non-state actors from the state-building process threatened community security. This exclusion allows other countries in the region to influence their internal affairs, whereas identity reinforces the interdependence of foreign states and non-state actors. Thus, identity can significantly affect state development, building and stability. This finding, while preliminary, suggests that a state may face challenges such as a constitutional vacuum, violence, and demonstrations due to the coexistence of numerous social groups. Political and identity contradictions between non-state actors and regimes can be viewed as one of the main factors affecting political stability in society and state identity.

TABLE 3  Exclusion of non-state actors in the state-building process.


	Response categories
	Frequency
	Percent





	Valid
	I completely agree.
	274
	63.0

 
	
	I completely disagree.
	80
	18.4

 
	
	I don't know.
	81
	18.6

 
	
	Total
	435
	100.0






As illustrated in Figure 4, 68% of respondents indicated that contradictions based on identity between non-state actors and political authorities had the potential to negatively impact political stability. In the same context, 45.5% of participants proposed that these multilevel interactions could affect social integration within the state. Notably, 40.2% of respondents stated that a dissonant identity could negatively influence a state's identity. When asked whether identity-based dissonance constituted a threat to national security, < 28% responded affirmatively. This finding implied that contradictory identities might contribute to societal division and pose threats to state sovereignty, particularly due to interference by regional or international powers seeking to protect the rights of minorities and marginalized social groups (Shrinkhal, 2021, p. 71–82).


[image: Bar chart titled “Graph 3” showing negative effects of contradictions between non-state actors and political authority. Political stability affected most at sixty-eight percent, followed by social integration at forty-five point five percent, state identity at forty point two percent, and national security at twenty-eight percent. Horizontal bars with percentages listed on the right.]
FIGURE 4
 The contradictions on the basis of identity between a non-state actors and political authority may negatively affect….


The findings in Figure 5 showed that participants believed using identity as a tool in the statebuilding process threatened local community security (37.2%), national security (18.2%), international security (11.7%), and regional security (9%). While regimes often employed identity as a political instrument in state formation, ideological and political differences between social movements and governing authorities significantly influenced the political stability of the state. Transnational relationships between non-state actors and foreign states posed serious challenges to state-building. Foreign states heavily influenced local political affairs by providing financial, logistical, and political support to non-state actors. This support frequently targeted regimes perceived as illegitimate from ideological or social perspectives, potentially leading to a crisis of survival for the state, its authority, and its associated non-state actors.


[image: A 3D area chart depicting security levels from local community to international. The chart shows a decreasing trend from local community security to international security, ranging from fifty percent to zero percent.]
FIGURE 5
 I believe that using identity as a tool in the state building process threatens….




Searching for legitimacy and survival

Recognizing the importance of non-state actors is not a new insight into international relations. As early as the 1970s, interdependence literature acknowledged that world politics was not exclusively the domain of states and their representatives (Stengel and Baumann, 2017, p. 5). However, non-state actors have recently received increased attention in the context of globalization and global governance (Stengel and Baumann, 2017, p. 5).

Some non-state actors seek to influence local actors and politics by aligning themselves with external non-state actors to enhance their legitimacy and survival. Because of these interactions at various levels, states can partially lose sovereignty and security, especially when local groups have strong correlations with foreign states who share similar identities. Non-state actors can be valuable allies; however, they can also hinder the implementation of state foreign policies or, in extreme cases, force great powers to adapt their foreign policies (Sondermann et al., 1970, p. 5). Sondermann et al. clarify that an increase in the level of interdependence creates political integration, which affects state stability and sovereignty (Sondermann et al., 1970, p. 4). Some countries struggle to control their sovereignty, because non-state actors have identities that differ from those of the state. Therefore, it is important to ask ourselves: what identity most enhances the interdependence between local and regional political levels?

The respondents were asked to identify which form of identity promoted solidarity between external actors and local groups. As shown in Table 4, more than half of the participants (53.1%) indicated that patriotism was the most important factor in fostering solidarity between local social entities and foreign states or non-state actors. Other significant responses included Islamism (37.9%), religious identity (37.9%), and ideology (34.3%). A key question that emerged was why patriotism fostered solidarity to a greater extent than other forms of identity. One possible explanation for this phenomenon was that, in many Arab states, patriotism was inextricably linked to Islamic and Arab identities. These overlapping identities reinforced solidarity between the Islamic and Arab worlds. However, identity also functioned as a double-edged sword—either facilitating integration among actors or threatening their legitimacy and survival.

TABLE 4  A type of an identity that fosters solidarity.


	Types of identities
	Answer
	Frequency
	Percent
	Types of identities
	Answer
	Frequency
	Percent





	Ideology
	Yes
	149
	34.3
	Islamism
	Yes
	165
	37.9


 
	
	No
	285
	65.5
	
	No
	260
	61.8

 
	Religious
	Yes
	164
	37.9
	Tribalism
	Yes
	30
	6.9


 
	
	No
	270
	62.1
	
	No
	405
	93.1

 
	Nationalism
	Yes
	123
	28.3
	Patriotism
	Yes
	231
	53.1


 
	
	No
	312
	71.7
	
	No
	204
	46.9

 
	Arabism
	Yes
	143
	32.9
	Sectarianism
	Yes
	92
	21.1


 
	
	No
	292
	67.1
	
	No
	343
	78.9






Similarly, Sondermann et al. clarified that an increase in the level of interdependence creates political integration (Sondermann et al., 1970, p. 4). Political integration and solidarity between local and external actors could affect state legitimacy and survival, especially if there is dissonance between the identity of the state and non-state actors. In this context, a state may struggle to maintain sovereignty when local non-state actors hold ideologies that differ from those of that state. Conversely, a regime seeks to dominate political life by dividing political power among non-state actors based on their identity. This trans-state interaction can undermine the legitimacy of both the state and non-state actors.

Figure 6 revealed that more than one-third of the respondents (38.4%) believed that non-state actors had the right to associate politically with external parties with whom they shared an identity to gain political legitimacy within their homeland. Other motivations identified by respondents included the acquisition of religious legitimacy (15.6%) and social legitimacy (27.1%) within the state. These findings illustrated that multilevel interdependencies enhanced the legitimacy of local non-state actors at various levels, thereby contributing to the rise or survival of their political entities.


[image: Triangle chart depicting percentages related to gaining legitimacy in a state: religious legitimacy at 40%, social legitimacy at 0%, and political legitimacy at 0%. A blue dotted line suggests non-state actors have political association rights with shared identity external parties.]
FIGURE 6
 Legitimacy and multilevel interdependence.


These statistics above indicate public awareness about competing visions of sovereign power and the role of ideologies in shaping the political perceptions of non-state actors, even though these elements ultimately frame the interdependence between actors at regional and domestic level. In the context of the present study, this process takes place through solidarity and cross-border loyalty to other sovereigns, based on religious and social values. These multi-level interactions have principally borne implications for the survival of regimes, the stability of society, state sovereignty and regime legitimacy. Therefore, a regime may consider some non-state actors to be disloyal to a state, due to their political and religious relations with other sovereign powers. In addition, Figure 6 demonstrates the extent to which a regime's lack of legitimacy, based on religious, social or political factors, can lead non-state actors to cooperate with external forces. Such non-state actors may likewise resort to regional powers as a source of financial and political assistance when confronted with illegitimate regimes, especially where religious and social ties exist.

Furthermore, Figure 7 illustrates that 38.4% of respondents believed that non-state actors had the right to communicate with external parties such as groups or states with whom they shared an identity to ensure their survival within a state. A minority of participants (26%) indicated that the primary reason non-state actors reached an external party such as foreign states was to enhance their political influence in their homeland.


[image: Bar chart titled “Graph 6” shows the right of non-state actors to communicate with external parties. 40% indicates ensuring survival, while 20% indicates enhancing political influence.]
FIGURE 7
 A non-state actors have the right to communicate with external parties with whom they share an identity in order to…


Overall, these statistics support the view that the public is aware to what extent the trans-state ideology and ethno-religion loyalty leads to a correlation between internal and external levels of structure. The public has perceptions that if the political environment includes different identities that lead subidentities to maintain their existence and survival through enhancing interdependence and solidarity with actors who share with him the same identities. Because of distributing the political power and institutions between non-state actors in a state, this may threaten state sovereignty, which shapes domestic stability dilemma. When political stability equation in a state established through identities quotas to maintain a regime, then a state would be involved in an internal stability problem.



The politics of identity in a state foreign policy discourse

In IR, identity is considered one of the main factors that contributed to political instability and societal fragmentation in many nations. The political landscape includes various religious and non-state actors forming alliances with similar groups across the region. Trans-state actors influence political interactions at multiple levels, creating a complex and interconnected environment. This complex interaction reinforces the interdependence between regional and local balances. Nevertheless, the relationship between a regime and non-state actors in a state may be influenced by the political balance and religious interference in the region (Mlambo, 2023). Consequently, political stability in governments, parliaments, and other political domains is shifting because of the evolving political balances and interactions between regional actors.

Regional structure considerably influences the role of social factors in the correlations between the different analytical structures. An identity tie between non-state actors and foreign states shapes the connections between regional countries and local actors within a state. The rivalry between countries is deeply intertwined with social and political interactions in local societies as these states use identity as a tool in their foreign policies (Burgess, 2021). Consequently, regional competition between countries can affect regime policies toward specific non-state actors.

Political leaders in states frequently offer political, military, and economic assistance to groups with shared identities to support their demands and rights against competing regimes in the region.

This identity competition between states can increase external intervention in the political affairs of other countries and help maintain their political systems by relying on social identity correlations.

Table 5 illustrates that half (50%) of the respondents indicated that major regional countries provide support to non-state actors in other countries with which they share an identity to influence political systems in neighboring countries. Additionally, the participants identified other reasons for this support, including the rise of competing regional powers (25.5%), influencing the balance of power between major countries in the region (29.2%), and affecting local political balances in regional countries (29.2%).

TABLE 5  The motivations of state.


	Response distribution
	Influence local political balances in regional states
	Influence the balance of power between major states in the region
	Influence the political system
	Contain the rise of competing regional powers in the region





	Yes
	Frequency
	127
	127
	218
	111


 
	
	Percent
	29.2
	29.2
	50.1
	25.5

 
	No
	Frequency
	308
	308
	217
	324


 
	
	Percent
	70.8
	70.8
	49.9
	74.5






Given popular understandings of international politics, these statistics in Table 5 indicate that the public is aware of the balance of power among states at the regional level influences domestic politics in other countries. This view gives the impression that people have awareness that an identity significantly impacts both external and local politics, especially when regional states leverage identity relationships with local actors to influence a regime.



The emergence of non-state actors

Some scholars such as (Sondermann et al. 1970, p. 413) argue that state interdependence is not increasing, and non-state actors are intensifying their relationships. However, (Sondermann et al. 1970) widely accept that interdependence in IR focuses on states, which means that states remain the most important players even within interdependence. New realists assert that states play major roles in international relations and that relative power still influences their behavior (Cerny, 2010, p. 29–32).

In his book The Clash of Civilizations, Samuel Huntington argued that nation-states would continue to be primary actors in international relations. However, he proposed that non-state actors would become key players in international conflicts. Consequently, non-state actors can influence geopolitical interactions and challenge the dominance of the major players in regional contexts. Additionally, non-state actors connect regional interactions with domestic politics to achieve their goals (Wehrey et al., 2009, p. 7). It is essential to analyze the effect of non-state actors in strengthening multilevel social interdependencies between regional and local politics. These interdependencies can empower non-state actors and affect the state's political stability.

The data in Table 6 show that over one-third of the respondents (32.9%) believed that some non-state actors were more influential than certain countries in the region, particularly because they received support from major regional powers. In IR, non-state actors are often more powerful than in a few states as they receive various forms of support from key foreign states. Consequently, this statistic shows that public opinion has a perception that non-state actors can significantly influence the regional dynamics and its political stability (Ramirez, 2024, p. 7–12).

TABLE 6  I believe that some non-state actors are stronger than some countries in a region, especially since they receive support from major regional countries.


	Response categories
	Frequency
	Percent





	Valid
	I completely agree
	143
	32.9

 
	
	I completely disagree
	292
	67.1

 
	
	Total
	435
	100.0






Moreover, non-state actors encourage political parties and groups in other countries to pursue political interests and rights by advocating for government reforms. This is particularly evident when there are similarities in political situations and identities between these groups (Cordesman, 1986, p. 32–90), which may shape public opinion trends positively or negatively toward non-state actors and political regime.

Public opinion imagines that non-state actors seek to exert influence over local actors by establishing connections between regional power dynamics and local balances through ideological and identity interdependences. As these interactions occur at various levels, states may experience a reduction in their sovereignty and security, particularly given the existence of strong ties between local groups and regional countries, which may make the masses see the state as a fragile entity because its sovereignty is limited (Ali et al., 2023, p. 442–459).

To identify the role of non-state actors in a multilevel structure, participants were asked what caused non-state actors to play a major role in linking local politics with regional dynamics. According to Figure 8, the participants' answers included ideological relationships with external actors (66.7%), religious relationships with external actors (52.6%), national relationships with external actors (38.2%), and social relationships with external actors (32.2%). These statistics showed that the public perceived ideology and religion as key factors that enabled non-state actors to connect domestic politics with the regional political environment. This assumption was important because, despite nation-states' efforts to strengthen national identities and weaken sub-identities such as religious beliefs, the public framed domestic crises and regional political events in terms of religion and ideology (Yilmaz and Morieson, 2023, p. 631). However, other motives also caused non-state actors to strengthen multilevel political interdependence. As (Durac 2015) stated:

“The category of violent non-state actors is broad, encompassing various groups that challenge the state's monopoly on the use of force. These include tribal and ethnic groups, warlords, drug traffickers, youth gangs, terrorists, militias, insurgents, and transnational terrorist organizations. Their motivations are diverse, ranging from profit-seeking to local concerns, rather than purely political or state-level ambitions” (Durac, 2015).


[image: Bar chart illustrating factors influencing non-state actors in linking local politics with regional security. The ideological relationship with external parties leads at 66.70%, followed by religious at 52.60%, national at 38.20%, and social at 32.20%.]
FIGURE 8
 Factors enabling non-state actors to link local politics with regional security.


Based on Vincent Durac's opinion, in IR, the behavior of non-state actors significantly influences the interdependence between political interactions at both the local and regional levels. These non-state actors often rely on fears and political interest, especially during times of war and conflict, which negatively impacts regional stability.



Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the public's perspective on the pivotal role of identity in strengthening connections between local and regional politics. These insights significantly enhance our understanding of how public perceptions shape the multilevel interdependencies between regional and local political arenas, framing interactions within both society and the state.

This research examines key factors that enable identity to underpin multilevel interdependence in international relations (IR), including state building, legitimacy and survival, the politics of identity in foreign policy discourse, the emergence of non-state actors, and cross-border solidarity.

Regarding cross-border solidarity, the study reveals that social solidarity among regional and non-state actors intensifies multilevel interdependencies across political structures, thereby reinforcing the legitimacy and survival of these actors. Policymakers should therefore prioritize fostering inclusive regional dialogues and cooperative frameworks that recognize shared identities, which can build trust and stability in volatile border regions.

In relation to state building, the research identifies social identity as a key source of national conflict and a critical link between domestic and external political dynamics. Current regional challenges, such as contested state legitimacy and identity-driven conflicts, necessitate policy approaches that integrate identity-sensitive governance and conflict resolution mechanisms.

Governments and regional organizations should implement identity-aware state-building initiatives that address both internal cohesion and external diplomatic relations.

Concerning legitimacy and survival, the public perceives social interdependence as crucial in connecting local politics with broader regional interactions, affecting actors' legitimacy and sovereignty. To enhance state stability, policymakers must incorporate public identity concerns into regional policy formulation, ensuring that governance structures reflect the social identities of communities. Such alignment can strengthen popular support for state sovereignty and legitimacy.

With respect to the politics of identity in state foreign policy, the findings indicate that political competition drives external interference by foreign actors leveraging identity ties within local power dynamics. This underscores the importance of safeguarding domestic political processes from foreign manipulation by promoting transparency and resilience in local institutions. Policy strategies should include monitoring foreign influence operations that exploit identity divisions and fostering inclusive political environments to mitigate such vulnerabilities.

Regarding the emergence of non-state actors, the study confirms that these actors leverage identity to influence local and regional security, often shaping a state's internal stability through ideological or religious affiliations linked to external entities. Policymakers need to develop targeted strategies to engage with or regulate non-state actors constructively, emphasizing dialogue and integration to prevent destabilizing cross-border influences.

Overall, this research offers IR scholars and policymakers a valuable framework for understanding public perceptions of identity as a force promoting multilevel interdependencies. Recognizing that while official foreign policy is crafted by leaders, public opinion significantly shapes the legitimacy and sustainability of these policies, it is essential to incorporate public identity orientations into policy design. Doing so can ensure greater popular support for foreign policy initiatives and enhance the legitimacy of states navigating complex regional dynamics.

Considering current regional developments—such as rising identity-based movements, external interventions, and shifting alliances, policymakers are encouraged to integrate these findings by adopting identity-aware, participatory approaches in regional governance and diplomacy to foster stability, legitimacy, and resilience.
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Footnotes

1Identity is the set of beliefs, qualities, personality traits, expressions and values that characterize a group, person or state.

2The importance of perception lies in its capacity to mediate between objective realities and subjective interpretations, thereby constructing political realities that guide actions. In the complex arena of international politics, where information is often incomplete or ambiguous, perception shapes how actors formulate interests, define enemies and allies, and choose courses of action. Misperceptions can lead to conflict escalation, while shared perceptions can foster cooperation and stability (Snyder and Diesing, 1977). Within this framework, perception acts as a bridge linking identity with behavior. Identities inform the lens through which actors perceive the world, and these perceptions, in turn, influence strategic calculations and policy decisions. By exploring how identity shapes perception, this research aims to contribute to a more nuanced understanding of how local and regional political actors interpret their interdependent contexts and how these interpretations translate into political behavior and security strategies. Therefore, integrating the analysis of perception into the study of identity and interdependence allows for a richer examination of the mechanisms driving political interaction across multiple levels. This approach not only enhances theoretical insights but also provides practical implications for anticipating political alignments and conflicts in a globalized world.

3Interdependence means that mutual dependence. An actor is dependent on another one.

4In this paper, we mean by domestic politics all activities, interactions and events related to national policy issues, and it also includes decisions and policies taken by decision-makers, parties and political groups, considering the reactions of public opinion and an interest group.

5The researchers were committed to respect the human research participants' confidentiality, in agreement with the ethical policies for Applied Science University-Bahrain. The participants were informed that their identity would not be identifiable from the paper.
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