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Washington

A 

century has passed 
since France and Brit-
ain carved up Otto-
man lands and redrew 
the borders of the Arab 

world. For Arabs, the Sykes-Picot 
agreement is synonymous with 
“betrayal” and dashed hopes for 
independence after years of Otto-
man rule. Sykes-Picot was not just 
about borders; it was about the 
“theft” of their land and the pain of 
broken promises.

Today, the debate is alive in 
Western capitals and as painful for 
the Arabs as it was a century ago. 
Once again, Arabs hear talk from 
foreigners of redrawing their coun-
tries’ borders.

The debate came to life again 
in 2015 with the images of Islamic 
State (ISIS) bulldozers erasing the 
border between Iraq and Syria.

Americans — inheritors of the 
French and British spheres of influ-
ence in the region — are fascinated 
by the Sykes-Picot anniversary and 
are dissecting its implications for 
current policy. However, the focus 
is on only one aspect of Sykes-Pi-
cot: Redrawing borders.

Two interesting features of the 
debate in Washington are worth 
mentioning: First, Americans tend 
to see the issue as a simple redraw-
ing of borders. They do not under-
stand the feelings of injustice and 
betrayal that Arabs still feel and 
how that has affected their rela-
tionship with the West. Second, 
there is a stunning absence of Arab 
voices in the debate, another ex-
ample of how Washington experts 
tend to talk only to each other. Af-
ter 100 years they still do not see 
the Arabs as masters of their fate.

Speaking at the Wilson Center, 
Daniel Neep, an assistant professor 
at Georgetown University, noted 
that the issue of redrawing borders 
was being talked about in Washing-
ton, but not in the region, except 
by ISIS and the Kurds.

Middle East analysts in Wash-
ington are divided over the legacy 
of Sykes-Picot. One faction blames 
the collapse of order in the region 
on the artificial borders that were 
drawn without regard to the local 
sentiments. This group says that 
the United States should not en-
gage in redrawing borders or even 
in establishing order in the region.

Martin Indyk, executive vice-
president of the Brookings Insti-
tution and former US diplomat, 
said it was a “bad idea” for colo-
nial powers to create states but he 
noted that the lesson was different 
now because “it is not about draw-
ing lines. It is about understanding 
that the region got used to outside 
powers dominating and establish-
ing order”.

“Now there is no outside power 
to establish order. The lesson of 
Sykes-Picot is that there will not 
be another Sykes-Picot,” Indyk told 
an audience at the American Enter-
prise Institute.

Marina Ottaway, senior scholar 
at the Wilson Center who partici-
pated in the discussion with Neep, 
spoke of the “impossibility of na-
tion-building” and said the United 
States “is not going to reconstruct 
these countries… It depends on the 
local actors”.

Ottaway is among analysts who 
say the problem was not the re-
drawing of borders but “what hap-
pened inside the state and the fail-
ure to build a Weberian state”.

In other words, the problem 
is governance, not borders. This 
group blames military regimes and 
despotic dictatorships for paving 

the way for the trauma the region is 
experiencing. These states lacked 
legitimacy and the question is 
whether they are able to establish 
legitimacy.

Ryan Crocker, former US ambas-
sador to Iraq, said the Middle East 
is “a history of failed ‘isms’: im-
perialism, Arab nationalism, Arab 
socialism… They all failed because 
they failed to establish legitimacy. 
Islamism will fail but something 
dreadful will come instead of it.”

The debate has produced three 
conclusions on Sykes-Picot: First, 
a near consensus that borders in 
the region are resilient and will not 
change as a result of the ongoing 
conflicts.

Second, state control is declining 
and this will bring further fragmen-

tation. Ottaway predicted that the 
future will bring “highly fragment-
ed states”.

Many analysts said the Lebanese 
model would characterise the fu-
ture. Gregory Gause of the Bush 
School of Public Service at Texas 
A&M University said “I see Leba-
nonisation of the Mashriq. We are 
there already.”

Ottaway disagreed. She said Leb-
anon functions despite everything 
and there are worse situations, 
such as Somalia. “The question is 
whether there is anything that can 
be done by the international com-
munity to make it easier for the 
states to become Lebanon rather 
than Somalia,” she said.

The third conclusion is that 
Western and, especially United 

States, influence is receding. Otta-
way called for rethinking ideas of 
imposing solutions on the region 
because “we are outsiders and can-
not reconstruct the region”.

Crocker, though, warned that dis-
engagement from the Middle East 
has consequences. He said every 
US president since Harry Truman 
has had foreign policy doctrines 
centred on the Middle East.

“These were doctrines of en-
gagement,” Crocker said. “Now you 
have the making of a different doc-
trine, a shift from where we were 
since World War II, a doctrine of 
disengagement.”

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for the Arab 
Weekly.
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Sykes-Picot is about Western opposition to national aspirations

T
he 100th anniversary 
of the Sykes-Picot 
agreement has led 
analysts and writers 
to reflect on the 
significance of the 

1916 deal that paved the way for 
the British and French mandates 
in the Levant that eventually 
became independent states.

Although these borders have 
more or less remained intact, they 
have been challenged in par-
ticular by the Islamic State (ISIS), 
which ceremoniously bulldozed 
a crossing between Syria and Iraq 
in 2014 to signal that Sykes-Picot 
was dead and that ISIS’s Islamic 
caliphate had replaced it.

The Kurds also challenged the 
legitimacy of Sykes-Picot because 
post-World War I territorial settle-
ments failed to create a separate 
Kurdistan.

What is remarkable is that the 
Sykes-Picot borders have re-
mained largely unchanged, even 
as they have been denounced for 
decades by Arab nationalists.

The borders even withstood the 
pan-Arab nationalist challenges 
of Nasserism and Ba’athism. For a 
time, particularly in 1958, it looked 
like there would be a redrawing of 
the map. The newly formed United 
Arab Republic, comprising Egypt 
and Syria, appeared to have a 
chance of moving eastward when 
a nationalist army officer in Iraq, 
Abdul Karim Qasim, seized power 
in a bloody coup the same year.

Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel 
Nasser and Qasim soon became 
bitter enemies. The marriage 
between Egypt and Syria ended in 
a messy divorce as conservative 
army officers and politicians in 
Syria unceremoniously kicked the 
Egyptians out of their country in 
1961.

Although there were occasional 
discussions in the 1960s between 
Ba’athists from Syria and Iraq 
and Nasser about other attempts 
at unity, nothing came of them. 
Rulers of each of the countries, no 
matter of what particular ideology, 
jealously guarded their borders.

So if the pan-Arab nationalists 
when they had a chance did not 
change borders, why is Sykes-
Picot so reviled?

First, the agreement repre-
sented European duplicity and 
interventionism. The British made 
three promises during the course 
of the war: one to the Hashemite 
tribe, in the form of the Hussein-
McMahon correspondence, prom-
ising an independent Arab king-

dom in exchange for Hashemite 
cooperation against the Ottoman 
Turks; another to the Zionist or-
ganisation in Britain, promising a 
Jewish national home in Palestine; 
and another to the French for the 
division of the Levant in the form 
of the Sykes-Picot agreement.

The latter two deals came to fru-
ition — for the most part — but the 
first was shelved. In the summer 
of 1920, the British allowed French 
forces to take over Syria, ending 
the brief kingdom established by 
the Hashemite King Faisal. 
Although the British later installed 
Faisal as king of Iraq and declared 
his brother emir of Transjordan, 
this was a far cry from what the 
Hussein-McMahon correspond-
ence had promised.

Second, during  the second-
World War, Allied powers occu-
pied much of the Levant, in large 
part to prevent pro-Axis regimes 
from coming to or remaining in 
power. From the vantage point of 
many Arab nationalists, this was 
merely another episode of West-
ern intervention against the will 
of the people.

Third, during the Cold War, 
Western powers led by the United 
States tried to create pro-Western 
defence pacts and intervened from 
time to time in the internal affairs 
of various countries to prevent 
what they saw as pro-Soviet ele-
ments from taking power.

Although the Soviet Union and 
its communist sympathisers in 

the region also pursued their own 
agendas, the fact that the West 
triumphed in the Cold War has 
caused many Arab intellectuals to 
forget Soviet interventionism.

The 2003 Iraq war reinforced 
the notion of the West again 
playing an interventionist role 
in the region that al-Qaeda and 
later ISIS have tried to exploit. 
Although most of the Arab world 
has denounced the perverse ideol-
ogy of both groups, ISIS was clever 
enough to contrast Sykes-Picot 
with its self-declared Islamic cali-
phate, knowing that the denuncia-
tion of the former would have a 
broader appeal.

The former Arab League repre-
sentative to the United Nations 
and the United States, Clovis 
Maksoud, who recently died, in 
1984 perhaps captured the mood 
of Arab intellectuals best when 
he said: “We in the Arab world are 
sick and tired of being the whip-
ping boy and the target of cheap 
shots at our national aspirations, 
internationally recognised rights 
and legitimate interests.”

The legacy of Sykes-Picot is 
more about the West not taking 
into account Arab national aspira-
tions and intervening in Arab 
affairs than about actual borders.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer 
in the Pardee School of Global 
Studies at Boston University and 
is a former US State Department 
Middle East analyst.
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