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O
ne hundred years ago this week, Britain, France and 
tsarist Russia met to partition much of the Middle East.

The Sykes-Picot agreement, signed May 16th, 1916, 
was secretly negotiated by Mark Sykes, a British 
colonel, and François Georges-Picot, a French consul. 
They aimed to create French and British zones of 
influence after the expected defeat of the Ottoman 

empire in the first world war.
They carved up parts of modern-day Turkey, Iraq, Lebanon, 

Palestine, Israel and Syria, drawing arbitrary borders without consid-
ering the ethnic and religious make-up of the map they were design-
ing.

Subsequent Western declarations further affected the political map 
of the region. In November 1917, British foreign secretary Arthur 
James Balfour promised “the establishment in Palestine of a national 
home for the Jewish people”, a pledge that ultimately led to the 
creation of the state of Israel and the displacement of hundreds of 
thousands of Palestinians. However, the British reneged on many of 
their promises to the Arabs as a reward for their rebellion against the 
Ottoman empire.

Sykes-Picot and related actions by European powers have had 
profound consequences for the region and for Arab-Western relations. 
After Russia made the agreement public following the Bolshevik 
revolution, the Arab world, realising the West had conspired behind 
its back, felt betrayed. Ever since, conspiracy theories have flourished 
in the Middle East and have been used to explain everything from the 
1967 war to the terrorist attacks of 9/11. Resisting Western interfer-
ence became the raison d’être of many post-colonial regimes.

In recent years, Islamic State (ISIS) militants have exploited this 
enduring resentment. When they destroyed border checkpoints 
between Syria and Iraq, ISIS extremists vowed to “hit the last nail in 
the coffin of the Sykes-Picot conspiracy”.

ISIS’s goals have less, though, to do with abolishing borders than 
with sectarian cleansing.

Domestic instability in many Arab states since the “Arab spring”, 
with the fraying of state power and the escalation of internal strife 
(often based on sectarian and tribal cleavages), has created tempta-
tions to redraw borders, especially in Syria and Iraq.

But current borders are likely to remain for the time being, not least 
because regional and international actors are committed to maintain-
ing them. Redrawing borders would splinter current states and 
probably trigger new wars.

Indeed, the region’s borders have been highly resilient since 
independence. Attempts by Arab nationalist leaders, such as Egypt’s 
Gamal Abdel Nasser, to effect mergers generally failed.

The real problem has been the inability of Arab states to address 
their peoples’ needs and devise adequate policies that fulfil the 
dreams of their young populations.

And this task cannot be achieved by foreign powers.
James Clapper, director of US National Intelligence, recently 

admitted: “The US can’t fix it. The fundamental issues they have 
— the large population bulge of disaffected young males, ungoverned 
spaces, economic challenges and the availability of weapons — won’t 
go away for a long time.”

Sykes-Picot is a testimony to the unpredictable effects of outside 
tinkering. The Arab world must determine its own fate.

Those encouraging the partition of current states should heed the 
lessons of the last century.
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Haitham El-Zobaidi

The withering of ‘Ottoman identity’

I
raq’s old national identity 
“certification” cards 
included a section that said 
“Origin: Ottoman”. After the 
1970s, generations of Iraqis 
grew up wondering: “What 

has the term ‘Ottoman’ got to do 
with me?”

For Iraqis, and indeed everybody 
in the Middle East, the Ottoman 
identity has been completely 
replaced following the fall of the 
Ottoman empire and the establish-
ment of Arab nation states. The 
Ottoman identity became Iraqi, 
Syrian, Lebanese or Jordanian. The 
Sykes-Picot agreement between 
Britain and France carved new 
maps for the Middle East post-
World War I.

This replacement of identity has 
been profound. The nation states 
that emerged from the collapse of 
the Ottoman empire were strong 
and determined. They formed 
armed forces that brought the peo-
ple of these new countries together, 
even before the establishment 
of ministries and the offering of 
municipal services to citizens. The 
new national identity was seam-
lessly incorporated into the founda-
tions of the state.

The new national identity also 
secured and strengthened itself by 
interacting with all other aspects 
of Arab life and culture in the 
post-colonial period. Media, as 
represented by newspapers, radio 
and, later, television, created an 
emerging sense of patriotism.

However, this was accompanied 
by an unreasonable fear towards 
the West and the threat it repre-
sented to this new national and 
cultural identity. This fear of the 
“other” is still present today and is 
something that rises and falls ac-
cording to political and technologi-
cal shifts in the region.

Western political concerns domi-
nated the world in the 1950s and 
1960s and still Arab national iden-
tity survived. Western culture has 
been increasingly dominant since 
the 1970s and still Arab national 
identity has endured. This survival 
extended to the rejection of the 
socialist/communist model.

Arab national identity faced its 
biggest test after 1979 fol-
lowing the Iranian revolu-
tion. Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini coming to 
power in Tehran cre-
ated a new round in the 
cycle of regional identity 
replacement. The Ottoman 
“identity” was initially 
replaced with national 
identity although the Ira-
nian revolution brought a 
new mechanism into play, 

namely the idea of “exporting” 
identity. This was a mechanism 
that was completed in 2002 and 

was just waiting for its chance, 
which arrived in 2003 and the US 
invasion of Iraq.

The Arab world today is experi-
encing a state of identity replace-
ment. This is something that is not 
just affecting the Muslims, who 
are being divided along sectarian 
grounds into Sunni and Shia camps. 
The region’s Christians have redis-
covered their Christian “identity” 
while the Kurds and the Berbers 
have both sought to draw them-
selves away from their Arab envi-
rons. Lebanon’s Druzes, who had 
come down from the mountain to 
intermingle with their Muslim and 
Christian neighbours, are return-
ing to Jabal-al-Druze. Everything is 
changing.

Under Arab national identity, 
minorities had been a beautiful mo-
saic of diversity and coexistence. 
Now, these ethnic and sectarian 
identities are being prioritised over 
the national identity to becoming 
the new identifying characteristic 
in a new Middle East. It seems that 
one is no longer Ottoman or Iraqi; 
he is Sunni or Shia, Christian or 
Kurd. The only holdouts are the 
people of the Gulf who have dealt 
with their identity in a calm and ra-
tional manner, despite the presence 
of a looming Iran.

The replacement of the Ottoman 
identity with national identity took 
place relatively peacefully, perhaps 
because this was a natural develop-
ment and was consistent with Otto-
man system of rule, which did not 
seek to impose cultural or religious 
changes from above. However, the 
move towards sectarian identity 
has been bloody from the first days 
of the Iran-Iraq war in 1980. This 
conflict over identity is one that is 
still raging today, embroiling one 
country after another across the 
region.

Rather than increasing open-
ness towards the culture and ideas 
of others, we are experiencing a 
period of severe destabilisation in 
terms of the concept of identity. 
All aspects of modern life, from 
satellite TV to the internet to social 
media, are being used to exacer-
bate this crisis and ensure division 
rather than unity.

National identity today stands at 
a crossroads following the rise of 
sectarian/ethnic identity, although 
this has not been completely over-
thrown. Today, most people in the 
Arab world do not have any single 
identity and could, in fact, possess 
contradictory identities that could 
be exploited by others. The very 
idea of belonging to a fixed identity 
has become questionable.

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is an Iraqi 
writer based in London. He is also 
the Executive Editor of Al Arab 
Group.

Now, ethnic and 
sectarian identities 
are being prioritised 
over the national 
identity.


