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THE MODERN FRONTIERS of the Arab world only vaguely resemble the 
blue and red grease-pencil lines secretly drawn on a map of the Levant in 
May 1916, at the height of the First World War. Sir Mark Sykes and 
François Georges-Picot were appointed by the British and French 
governments respectively to decide how to apportion the lands of the 
Ottoman empire, which had entered the war on the side of Germany and 
the central powers. The Russian foreign minister, Sergei Sazonov, was 
also involved. The war was not going well at the time. The British had 
withdrawn from Gallipoli in January 1916 and their forces had just 
surrendered at the siege of Kut in Mesopotamia in April. 

Still, the Allies agreed that Russia would get Istanbul, the sea passages 
from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean and Armenia; the British would 
get Basra and southern Mesopotamia; and the French a slice in the middle, 
including Lebanon, Syria and Cilicia (in modern-day Turkey). Palestine 
would be an international territory. In between the French- and British-ruled 
blocs, large swathes of territory, mostly desert, would be allocated to the 
two powers’ respective spheres of influence. Italian claims were added in 
1917.  
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But after the defeat of the Ottomans in 1918 these lines changed markedly 
with the fortunes of war and diplomacy (see map). The Turks, under Kemal 
Pasha Ataturk, pushed foreign troops out of Anatolia. Mosul was at first 
apportioned to France, then claimed by Turkey and subsequently handed 
to Britain, which attached it to the future Iraq. One reason for the tussle was 
the presence of oil. Even before the war, several Arab territories—Egypt, 
north Africa and stretches of the Arabian Gulf—had already been parcelled 
off as colonies or protectorates. 

Even so, Sykes-Picot has become a byword for imperial treachery. George 
Antonius, an Arab historian, called it a shocking document, the product of 
“greed allied to suspicion and so leading to stupidity”. It was, in fact, one of 
three separate and irreconcilable wartime commitments that Britain made 
to France, the Arabs and the Jews. The resulting contradictions have been 
causing grief ever since. 

In the end the Arabs, who had been led to expect a great Hashemite 
kingdom ruled from Damascus, got several statelets instead. The Maronite 
Christians got greater Lebanon, but could not control it. The Kurds, who 
wanted a state for themselves, failed to get one and were split up among 
four countries. The Jews got a slice of Palestine. 

The Hashemites, who had led an Arab revolt against the Ottomans with 
help from the British (notably T.E. Lawrence), were evicted from Syria by 
the French. They also lost their ancestral fief of the Hejaz, with its holy 
cities of Mecca and Medina, to Abdel Aziz bin Saud, a chieftain from the 
Nejd, who was backed by Britain. Together with his Wahhabi religious 
zealots, he founded Saudi Arabia. One branch of the Hashemites went on 
to rule Iraq, but the king, Faisal II, was murdered in 1958; another branch 
survives in a little kingdom called Transjordan, now plain Jordan, hurriedly 
partitioned off from Palestine by the British. 

Israel, forged in war in 1948, fought and won more battles against Arab 
states in 1956, 1967 and 1973. But its invasion of Lebanon in 1982 was a 
fiasco. The Palestinians, scattered across the Middle East, fought a civil 
war in Jordan in 1970 and helped start the one in Lebanon in 1975. Syria 
intervened in 1976 and did not leave Lebanon until forced out by an 
uprising in 2005. More than two decades of “peace process” between Israel 
and Palestine, starting with the Oslo accords of 1993, have produced an 
unhappy archipelago of autonomous areas in the Israeli-occupied West 
Bank and Gaza Strip. 



Morocco marched into the Western Sahara when the Spanish departed in 
1975. The year after Iran’s Islamic revolution of 1979, Iraq started a war 
that lasted eight years. It then invaded Kuwait in 1990, but was evicted by 
an American-led coalition. 

The Suez Canal and vast oil reserves kept the region at the forefront of 
cold-war geopolitics. France and Britain colluded with Israel in the war 
against Egypt in 1956 but were forced back by America. Yet America soon 
became the predominant external power, acting as Israel’s main armourer 
and protector. After Egypt defected from the Soviet camp, America 
oversaw the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty of 1979. It intervened in Lebanon 
in 1958 and again in 1982. American warships protected oil tankers in the 
Gulf during the Iran-Iraq war. And having pushed Iraq out of Kuwait in 
1991, America stayed on in Saudi Arabia to maintain no-fly zones over 
Iraq. In response to al-Qaeda’s attacks on Washington and New York in 
September 2001, America invaded Afghanistan in the same year and then 
Iraq in 2003. 

“Lots of countries have strange borders,” says Rami Khouri of the American 
University of Beirut. “Yet for Arabs, Sykes-Picot is a symbol of a much 
deeper grievance against colonial tradition. It is about a whole century in 
which Western powers have played with us and were involved militarily.” 

 


