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The beginning and the end of today’s Middle East

Sykes-Picot centennial
A century after Sykes-Picot, it’s Sykes-Picot: The Arab version

E
xactly 100 years 
ago, the Asia 
Minor agreement 
— better known 
by the names of 
its architects, 
Mark Sykes and 
François 
Georges-Picot 

— gave many of the countries of 
the modern Middle East their 
present form and shape.

It marked the frontiers between 
Syria and British Mandate 
Palestine on one front, and the 
newly created State of Greater 
Lebanon on another. Another 
border was drawn up with 
the newly created Emirate of 
Transjordan in April 1921.

Arab nationalists have always 
argued that had the Arabs 
remained united and strong in 
one country, Western colonialism 
would not have robbed their 
riches and Israel would not have 
been created in their midst in 
1948. Sykes-Picot was a perfect 
scapegoat for the Arabs, tailor-
made to explain an entire century 
of failed states and policies.

It is true that even if the Arab 
masses had wanted to prevent 
the ills of Sykes-Picot, they were 

too weak to do so. A closer look 
reveals the implicit complicity of 
Arab leaders — from World War I to 
the present — to work within the 
Sykes-Picot boundaries, perhaps 
unintentionally giving them de 
facto legitimacy.

Sykes-Picot, after all, followed 
by the occupation of Palestine, 
gave Arab generals all the 
reason they needed to rule by 
the sword and to spend billions 
of dollars on armaments rather 
than universities and science. 
Sykes-Picot gave them the logic to 
survive and the reason to rule with 
an iron grip.

None of these powerful leaders 
did anything concrete to challenge 
Sykes-Picot. The presidents and 
kings of the Levant, for all their 
rivalries, sects and confessions, 
were more than willing to rule 
“artificial countries”.

Today, those borders are 
collapsing because both the 
leaders and their subjects are once 
again ready and willing to live 
within their mini-states in what 
is popularly being called “Sykes-
Picot 2016”.

The 1916 version gave Syria and 
Lebanon to France and Palestine 
and Iraq to Britain. In Lebanon, 

powerful Christian Maronites 
rejoiced, as they were given the 
upper hand in the new state. 
Muslims were upset, originally 
preferring to remain part of Syria. 
But not for long.

Soon they, too, were totally 
absorbed within the new border, 
more concerned with the number 
of parliamentary and government 
seats they were getting and the 
fact that the presidency went to a 
Maronite, than with the concept of 
European partition.

The French carved Syria into 
mini-states in Damascus, Aleppo, 
the Alawite Mountains and the 
Druze mountains. Damascenes 
were furious; not because 
Aleppo now had its own flag and 
government but because their 
local economy was ruined by 
border taxes and tariffs imposed 
on exported goods from Damascus 
to the ports of Haifa and Beirut.

When Faisal I was made king of 
Iraq in August 1921, he wrote to a 
friend: “There is no Iraqi nation 
but groups of people without any 
idea of nationhood and patriotism 
or sense of belonging and 
allegiance to the homeland.”

He added: “These groups have 
embraced tribal, traditional and 
religious superstitions, and they 
have nothing to cement them 
together. They listen to the worst 
of rumours and they like anarchy.”

It was dictator Saddam 
Hussein’s sword, rather than 
Iraqi nationalism, that kept them 
united from the late 1970s until 
2003.

For the last five years, the 
region’s people have been 
sleepwalking towards further 
partition of their war-torn 
homelands and far more 
aggressively than anything Sykes 
and Picot could have imagined. 
Perhaps because of habit, they are 
still blaming their misfortunes on 
the West.

Just a few years ago, any talk 
of partition or federalism was 
taboo in the Middle East. On the 
Syrian battlefield, for example, 
neither side was willing to 
settle for anything less than 
full and unconditional control 
of metropolitan Syria, with 
Damascus as its capital.

That has slowly been changing. 
Behind closed doors, both camps 
admit that a full-scale military 
victory is impossible, as is piecing 

together a land shattered by five 
years of war. Instead of pushing 
for wider Arab unity or a more 
cohesive Syrian Republic, some 
Syrians are sinking into medieval 
subnational and ethnic loyalties, 
calling for breakaway states that 
once again challenge Syria’s 
borders, although this time in 
reverse.

A Kurdish enclave is being 
carved out of north-eastern Syria, 
sending shivers down the spine of 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan. A Saudi-backed Sunni 
enclave is emerging in the Syrian 
and Iraqi deserts, encompassing 
Mosul, Ramadi, Deir ez-Zor and 
Raqqa, aimed at amputating Iran’s 
expansionist ambitions. A third 
entity is emerging along Syria’s 
coast, parts of central Syria and 
Damascus proper, now part of 
Russia’s Levant fiefdom.

This time there are no French 
and British diplomats meeting 
secretly in London to carve out 
these borders. The engineers now 
are Syrian and Iraqi citizens, who 
are, of course, being nudged or, 
at best encouraged, by foreign 
powers.

As Faisal said, they still give 
their ears to rumours, and 
seemingly, still prefer anarchy. 
They do not want to live in one 
entity any more and have jumped 
on the “Arab spring” to define 
their new mini-kingdoms.

It is Sykes-Picot all over again 
but with no Sykes and no Picot.

T
he month of May 
brought the 
anniversaries of 
two events that 
ushered in and 
helped define 
the current 
history of the 
Middle East. The 

first is the 100th anniversary of 
the Sykes-Picot agreement, the 
secret deal between Britain and 
France dividing their spheres of 
influence in the Middle East after 
World War I. The second is the 
fifth anniversary of the killing of 
Osama bin Laden by US Navy 
SEALs in his compound in 
Abbottabad, Pakistan.

The alleged demise of Sykes-
Picot has been the grist for 
speculation by pundits and 
analysts since the Islamic State 
(ISIS) declared it dead as a by-
product of its caliphate. The 
remaking of the Arab world on 
the ashes of the great powers 
solution to governing the remains 

of the Ottoman 
empire, itself the 
last caliphate, 
is the first step, 
according to ISIS, 
of re-establishing 
the global Islamic 
empire.

It is more than 
a dotted line that 
connects Sykes-Picot 

with bin Laden, the first general 
emir of al-Qaeda, as his extremist 
message was defined in large 
part to be a death sentence on 
Western influence in the Arab and 
Muslim worlds. Although there 
are numerous comparisons that 
delineate differences between the 
two, ISIS and al-Qaeda have been 
the catalysts for challenging the 
Sykes-Picot order that remains 
in place in most regimes in the 
region, however tenuously.

Sykes-Picot concerned itself 
with the remnants of the 
Ottoman empire in the eastern 
Mediterranean, today’s cauldron 
of instability, inhumanity and 
conflict in the region. Syria, 
Iraq, Lebanon, the Palestinian 
territories, Jordan and Israel, as 
well as Turkey and Iran, cannot 
avoid the implications of jihad 
waged against the West. And while 
the arbitrary borders of these 
countries remain intact for now, 
cross-border violence is a constant 
reminder of the fragile nature of 
countries built on concepts not 
rooted in the region.

Under Sykes-Picot, authoritarian 
regimes replaced colonial 
administrations, which had 
established order based on 
selective support for existing 
and emerging elites benefiting 
from the distributive largesse of 
the Western powers. One critical 
by-product of that regime, in 

many ways echoing the Ottoman 
millet system based on Quranic 
concepts of dhimma, was the co-
existence of minorities — large and 
small — within the countries of the 
region. This fluctuating sense of 
tolerance, and some would claim 
exploitation, has been erased by 
ISIS and al-Qaeda, which both 
promote sectarian violence as part 
of their creeds.

Although based in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, al-Qaeda brutally 
brought the message of its latest 
version of Middle East history to 
the West through attacks in the 
United Kingdom, Spain and the 
United States. The acts on 9/11 led 
the United States into a war against 
the Taliban in Afghanistan in 
pursuit of bin Laden, and the rest 
is, until the rise of ISIS, the latest 
instalment in the rewriting of the 
region’s history.

Among the casualties of this 
latest shift in the history of the 
Middle East is the treatment of 
Christian, Muslim and other 
minorities that has led to revulsion 
even among Sunni adherents of 
al-Qaeda and ISIS who previously 
counted the persecuted as 
neighbours and compatriots. 
Despite the stability and even 
orderliness that has been bestowed 
upon those villages and towns that 
have accepted ISIS’s governance, 
daily life has an Orwellian shadow 
hanging in the air that reduces 

life to a series of strictures. 
Compliance is an obligation, not a 
choice.

The other casualty of the rise 
and fall of Sykes-Picot and perhaps 
more dominant is the inability to 
equitably resolve the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict. Even bin Laden 
realised the potency of this cause, 
adding it to the bucket list of 
al-Qaeda causes. Palestine is also 
featured on ISIS’s list of the West’s 
offences against the Arab and 
Muslim worlds. Sykes-Picot once 
again is at the root of the strained 
geography of the Middle East.

What remains is that whether 
it is al-Qaeda, ISIS or any other 
manifestations of extremism 
in the Middle East, the missing 
counterpoint across the region 
is the lack of a sense of inclusive 
citizenship that stands against 
hate. Regime legitimacy based 
on acquired or bequeathed power 
rather than the actual consent of 
the people is as outdated as Sykes-
Picot. The yet-to-be-achieved goal 
of the Arab uprisings is that leaders 
of these countries should give their 
people dignity and respect that is 
worth fighting for.
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Twitter: @jeanabinader.
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