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    Introduction




    The Middle East has an image problem. In the minds of most people, in Western countries at least, it is associated with wars, civil strife, revolutionary change, the military in politics, terrorism, human rights abuses, the maltreatment of women, and ethnic and religious minorities. It is often these grotesque and painful images that draw people, from diplomats to journalists to advocacy campaigners, to the region. Even when the images are more potentially positive, such as in the fertile business environment of the oil- and gas-producing countries of the region, they are rarely perceived as being soft or benevolent. Making and spending money in the Gulf states is associated with gross excess; consumption is just about as conspicuous as it is possible to be.




    Such a list prompts one to ask whether it is merely an image problem from which the region suffers or whether it is actually more one of substance. Take two examples:
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            Think wars: there have been five Arab–Israeli conflicts (1948–9, 1956, 1967, 1973, 1982), and there were one million casualties in the 1980–8 war between Iran and Iraq. Today, there is a vicious inter-state war taking place in Yemen, with proxy forces on the ground, representing Iran and Saudi Arabia, as well as direct regional state involvement. A similar situation has unfolded in Libya too. But casting a shadow over both their woes is Syria. Since anti-government uprisings turned violent in 2011, millions have been forced from their homes and hundreds of thousands have lost their lives, in a conflict worsened by the so-called Islamic State (IS) and other militant groups vying for land and power.
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            Consider civil strife: Yemen (1962–7, 1986, 1994); Sudan (1955–72, 1983–2005); Jordan (1970–1); Lebanon (1976–90); Algeria (1992–8); Iraqi Kurdistan (1994–8); and Iraq (2003–present) have all experienced bloody civil wars, some intense, some protracted, some both.


          

        


      

    




    




    As bad as this record of conflict and suffering might be, it is important to emphasize from the outset that these experiences are not unique to the region. In other words, the Middle East judged against global standards is not a basket case. Its performance on governance is no worse than was Latin America’s up to the 1970s. India and Pakistan have fought three inter-state wars since the 1940s and been on the brink on a number of other occasions. Sub-Saharan Africa’s record on civil strife is at least as grave as the Middle East’s. Just think of Congo/Zaire. Corruption and clannish politics are similar in practice in the newly independent states of Central Asia.




    In some areas, the record of the Middle East ranks favourably in comparison with the rest of the globe. Crime rates are well below those experienced in most parts of the world, especially Latin America; Cairo is no Sao Paulo. Family and community solidarity is strong compared with the social atomization of the advanced capitalist countries. The attitude towards age is especially instructive; in the Middle East, there is respect for the experience and wisdom that comes with time, in growing contrast to the impatient and youth-obsessed West.




    Placed in such a comparative context, the Middle East ranks more closely to other regions, certainly of the developing world. This should not surprise us: the legacy of colonial rule, the recent attempt to build states from unpromising potential, the subsequent shakedown in power, and the huge disparities in wealth are all typical of world experience rather than being exceptional to the region.




    The next problem to clarify is of what we are speaking when we refer to ‘the Middle East’. What is it and where is it? This is a question more easily posed than answered. ‘The Middle East’ is an elusive term, whether viewed from a geographical, political, or ethnic perspective. Unlike most regions of the world – Africa, South America, even southern Asia – the Middle East is not even a geographical expression. Its origins are nineteenth-century colonial; its compass-based reference point betraying the Western European perspective of its inventors. Originally what we now regard as the Middle East would have consisted of North Africa (westwards from Egypt), the Near East (corresponding to the main Arab–Israeli arena), with the Middle East itself more specifically based around the Persian Gulf. Recently, for brevity’s sake, it has become common shorthand to collapse all three sub-regions into the expanded catchall of ‘the Middle East’ or, as a variant, the MENA (Middle East and North Africa) countries.




    That gives us a region of about twenty-five countries, and two major peoples (the Kurds and Palestinians) who have not achieved statehood to match their strongly national consciousness. There are twenty-one member states of the Arab League (plus Palestine), comprising the Arab states of the region. They are further collected into three sub-regional organizations. The six members of the Gulf Cooperation Council are as follows: Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. The five members of the Arab Maghreb Union are Algeria, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, and Tunisia. The four members of the Arab Cooperation Council, moribund since the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in August 1990, are Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, and Yemen. Other members of the league consist of the Comoros, Djibouti, Lebanon, Somalia, Sudan, and Syria. Together with Iran, Israel, and Turkey, they comprise the generally acknowledged members of the Middle East. The region runs from Morocco (in Arabic al-Maghreb or literally ‘place of the west’) to Iran; from Turkey in the north to Sudan in the south. This is a space characterized by messy geopolitics. Hence, Sudan, before its disastrous division between north and south in July 2011, straddled the divide between the Middle East and Africa; Turkey vacillates increasingly between a European as well as a Middle East sphere; Iran looks east as well as west; and the North African states are also members of the pan-continental African Union, and so on.




    Neither does religion nor ethnicity provide coherence. The Middle East is overwhelmingly Muslim, the faith’s main holy places (Mecca, Medina, the pilgrimage route, Jerusalem) are to be found there, and Islam is an important part of the identity of the region’s inhabitants. But the Middle East does not include Islam’s most populous country (Indonesia: 250 million), nor a majority of its people (only about 500 million out of 1.5 billion globally). There are also significant Christian populations to be found in the spatial fringes of the region, like northern Iraq and Lebanon, and in Egypt comprising one-tenth of the total. South Sudan became independent in July 2011, though that did not prevent its dominant tribes from plunging into a civil war of their own once their attention had been taken away from the Muslim north of the country.




    While most of the countries of the region are populated predominantly by Arabs (twenty-one states), two of the region’s most populous states (Turkey: seventy-five million; Iran: seventy-seven million) are not. The region’s strongest military power, Israel, is eighty per cent Jewish. Moreover, many Arab countries have significant minorities, notably Berbers in North Africa and Kurds in Iraq and Syria (as well as Iran and Turkey). It has been disdain for these inconvenient realities and the homogenizing impetus that has often followed that have resulted in intra-country persecutions and even genocide.




     




    

      

        A FAVOURITE JOKE


      




      In spite of the anguish and conflict to be found in the region, there is much humour in the Middle East. An old (circa 1989) but characteristic joke goes as follows:




      God decides that he has had enough of humanity and will end the world. Being compassionate, he chooses three of the main world leaders, President Bush Senior of the US, President Gorbachev of the USSR, and Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir of Israel, informs them of his decision, and allows them two weeks to prepare their peoples for Armageddon. Each in turn addresses his nation. Bush says: ‘Fellow Americans, I have some good news and some bad news. The good news is that God exists; the bad that the world will end in a fortnight.’ Gorbachev announces: ‘Comrades, I have some bad news and some worse news. The first is that God exists, the second is that the world will end soon.’ Shamir tells his people: ‘Israelis, I have some good news and some great news. The good news is that God exists, the great news is that the Palestinian intifada (uprising) will end in two weeks.’




      The joke, which could easily be told against most of the region’s leaders, points to the self-preoccupation of the Middle East, where local political issues are often inflated beyond all proportion and where the conceit of monarchs, presidents, and prime ministers would lead them to place themselves on a par with the leaders of the world’s superpowers.


    




     




    To recap, the politically incorrect term ‘the Middle East’ is used to identify a region that has no geographic or demographic logic to it. It is a region with multiple identities, at the level of the individual, local constituencies, and even the state itself. It is afflicted with all of the post-colonial weaknesses and vices that are to be found across the globe. Its building blocks range from the populous (Egypt being the largest Arab state, with eighty million people) to the micro (Qatar, with 150,000 nationals). It is a region, not untypical of the world, which socially and politically is not at peace with itself.




    If this introduction has begun to point to the fabled complexity, even illogicality, of the Middle East, then it has done its job. Before learning more about the key issues preoccupying the Middle East today, covered in the body of the book, it is first important to know something of the origins of the states and societies of the region, and the extent to which the past conditions the world views of the present. With that in mind, the first three chapters aim to provide a historical background to the contemporary region.
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    Subjugation




    The mutual obsession between the Western world and the East is two thousand years old. It began with Christianity, was fuelled by Islam, was manifest in the Crusades and the Ottoman assault on Europe, and resulted in the humiliating experience of colonialism. It is an intoxicating brew, comprising faith, power, and legacy. With the past politicized and often misremembered, there is little prospect of a stable and settled relationship emerging between the West and the Middle East. At best, the two are doomed to mingle and to coexist, with temporary accommodation all that can be hoped for; the alternative is confrontation and intolerance, from which all will suffer.




    While this cultural and moral engagement has resulted in prejudices and antipathies on both sides, it is with the Middle East that the view of the other is most vituperative. This is because the last two hundred years have been predominantly characterized by the penetration of the East by the West. The decline of the Ottoman Empire compared to its European counterparts suggested the superiority of the West over the East. This became starkly manifest during the era of European colonialism, when most of the societies of the Middle East were subject to an extended period of submission and subjugation. This was a deeply humiliating experience, especially for peoples used to the unchallenged assumption that their religion, Islam (the only permissible ‘submission’), was the last and highest form of divine revelation. This experience created a profound crisis of collective self-esteem, with which the Middle East (and indeed much of the Muslim world more generally) has been struggling to come to terms and recover from ever since.




     




    

      

        THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE


      




      The history of the Middle East did not begin with the European entanglement. It was ruled by the Ottoman Empire (the state founded by Othman) for four hundred years, until its demise in 1923. Like Europe’s great empires of the day, it was vast in size and multi-ethnic in composition. It went further than its European counterparts in being a political organization in which members of its different ethnic communities could prosper, as long as they pledged their loyalty to the Ottoman state. However, the empire was not entirely equitable in its organization. Political and social equality only existed among the Muslims of the empire. Christians and Jews (together with Muslims, ‘people of the book’) were tolerated, and were able to function using their own codes of religious and family law. But they were regarded as second class, and were obliged to pay extra taxes. The empire’s internal organization tended to be loose and decentralized, with local hierarchies co-opted into the imperial structure. The centralization of the administration grew from the 1830s onwards, the product of a reform strategy (Tanzimat), as the Ottoman state came more to emulate its European counterparts. This strengthened organization tended to focus on the main power centres of the empire, such as Damascus, its ports and arterial routes. Islam increasingly became the ideological cement of the empire, especially in the late nineteenth century. Attempts at internal democratic reform were quashed by the Sultan of the day in the 1870s. It was only in 1908 that a form of constitutional government was belatedly and briefly adopted.


    




     




    The modern engagement




    The modern engagement between Europe and the Middle East is usually dated from the Napoleonic expedition to Egypt in 1798. This reflected the intellectual and militaristic expansionism of revolutionary France and Western Europe’s increasing romance with Egyptology, as the holdings of the British Museum now attest. The French foray was limited in scope and time, in part because of Admiral Nelson’s stunning naval victory on the Nile. It did help trigger a reciprocal relationship, as first Muhammad Ali, the Egyptian leader, and then the Ottoman Empire more generally too sought European ideas as a way to arrest decline, and modernize local administrative and educational practices. The Middle East’s borrowings from European modernity were underway.




    Attractive though this Napoleonic moment is to commence the modern story, it is somewhat misleading. Trade had been a continuous feature of a cooperative engagement between the Ottoman Empire and the various city states of the European side of the Mediterranean shore since the Middle Ages. European interest in the Persian Gulf had been a result of expanding trade routes to the east. While Holland and Portugal had been the dominant players of the past, it was Britain that emerged as the key force in the Gulf in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. It would remain so for most of the next two hundred years, and represents the first contemporary connection with the region. Most importantly, this relationship was not what we think of when we conjure up images of colonial exploitation. It was for long periods a relationship based on mutual interest. Though Britain was the stronger party, its involvement on the ground was broadly confined to the strategic heights of policy, certainly during the first century of the relationship. In style and substance, the experience of the British differed radically from much of French colonial practice in the region.




    Britain’s initial interest in the Gulf was instrumental, an aspect of its colonial ‘jewel in the crown’, India. The Persian Gulf waterway at that time was beset by piracy, as was much of the region (this being the era of the infamous Barbary piracy off North Africa). In order to protect its trade routes to India, Britain needed to address the precarious security of the Gulf waterway. It did so not through the use of military means, but through diplomacy. It negotiated and concluded a series of agreements in 1820, 1835, and 1852 with the rulers of the statelets of the Arabian side of the Gulf, whereby the local ruling families agreed to cooperate in the eradication of piracy in return for two things: the payment of a financial subsidy, and political recognition. Given that these local leaders had hitherto been ‘taxing’ the activity of the local pirates, it was both a successful and a reciprocal piece of negotiation. Its outcome would render the Gulf safe for commercial shipping for the next two centuries.




    In their substance, these agreements were arguably of even more benefit to the local leaders. The British subsidies guaranteed them an income in perpetuity. Given the small size of these entities, and the undeveloped nature of the local economies, these subsidies were large enough to be distributed as patronage, in exchange for the political loyalty of their subjects. They also ensured that the local leaders might dispatch their leadership roles in keeping with the cultural standards of the day: for example, through the dispensing of hospitality, and generosity more generally. More importantly, the recognition of the local leaderships by the British had the effect of cementing these local families in positions of power, again in perpetuity. Rather than a dynamic process of clans and tribes from the desert interior challenging and displacing the family leaderships of these coastal statelets, as had been the experience hitherto, the effect of the British involvement was to fossilize the traditional political hierarchies of the littoral. It is notable that the ruling families of today – the al-Sabah in Kuwait, the Khalifa in Bahrain, and the al-Thani in Qatar – all held sway when British pragmatism was applied to what subsequently would become officially known as ‘the Trucial Coast’, a zone of peace.




    Classical colonialism




    If Britain’s two centuries’ involvement in the Gulf was light, reciprocal, and resulted in a legacy of stability and continuity, this was generally untypical of the colonial experiences of the rest of the region. At the other end of the continuum of colonial experience was that of the French in Algeria. This involvement also would be long, but would be altogether much more penetrative and one-sided than in the Gulf. With their avowed goal to ‘civilize the natives’ (mission civilatrice), France would at different times attempt nothing less than the transformation of the economy, politics, culture, and even the religion of the country, in favour of complete Francification. That the project was far from being a failure can be seen in the prominence of the French language in Algeria today, and the thriving commercial, educational, and demographic relations between Algeria and metropolitan France. That it is by no means a happy legacy can be seen in the kulturkampf (literally ‘culture struggle’) that divides contemporary Algeria, with the Francophone elite, or ‘parti du France’, as it is disparagingly referred to, enjoying political power and economic wealth. Those Algerians identifying themselves as Arab and Muslim, the vast majority of the population, have been economically and politically peripheralized.




    Even in Algeria, the original involvement of the French was far from cynically exploitative, at least in its origins. The first foray into North Africa in 1830 owed more to domestic political dynamics in France, as the bourgeois monarchy of Louis-Philippe stuttered to an end, than to an orchestrated exercise in external domination. Once the French presence had been established in Algeria, and the backdrop of the age of empires in Europe had begun to emerge, Paris embraced its mission with gusto. A large settler community, the pied noir (lit. ‘black foot’), some one million strong at its zenith, formed the core of the French presence in Algeria.




    France’s colonial interest in the nineteenth century was eventually widened to take in the adjacent North African territories of Morocco and Tunisia. France’s cultural mission was extended to those entities as well, with French still widely spoken in both countries today. The Eucharistic Congress, a celebration of French Catholicism in Tunisia in 1930, for example, shows both the self-confidence of the French colonial establishment, and its imprudent disdain for tenacious local religious values. Even so, Morocco and Tunisia never experienced the thorough-going nature of French rule that was witnessed in Algeria. In the former, local political hierarchies were retained, and the monarchy, after a brief period of suppression in the early 1950s, still holds sway in Morocco today. Algeria, by contrast, was not regarded as a colonial possession; rather, it was integrated into the very structure of government of metropolitan France. Algerian representatives even sat in the French parliament, though to acquire French citizenship Muslim Algerians were obliged to renounce their faith.




    Though the Algerian case was an extreme one in its transformatory ambition, it provided the template for the Italian colonial venture in Libya, and to a certain extent the British experiences in Egypt. The Italian adventure in Libya began in 1911 and hence predated fascism. It was marked by great initial frustration, as, apart from a handful of small towns, Libya consisted of a large expanse of desert, populated by nomadic tribes. Italy’s conventional army struggled to subdue these sparsely populated areas, where the speed of movement of the mounted Bedouin tribes and their knowledge of local terrain, together with the network of lodges of the local religious leaders, the Sanussiyah, drove the Italians to increasing degrees of frustration. The colonial response was to be ever more draconian. Eventually, the opponents of Italian rule were subdued through the establishment of enclosed areas, akin to concentration camps in the desert. The swashbuckling leader of the resistance, Omar Mukhtar (played by Anthony Quinn in the 1981 film Lion of the Desert), was eventually caught and hanged. Large numbers of Italian settlers went to Libya to administer the new territory, to trade, and to farm. Italian colonial possessions were then extended under the fascists to cover Italian Somaliland and Abyssinia (Ethiopia). These would remain under their control until the defeat of the Axis powers, led by Nazi Germany, in the Second World War.




    Britain’s initial involvement in Egypt in the nineteenth century was reminiscent of its arrival in the Gulf or indeed in India, in that the economic aspect of the engagement drove the strategic, rather than high politics. In this case, it was the desire to build the Suez Canal, a joint Anglo-French-inspired and-owned engineering wonder, which provided the bridgehead. The impetus for the project was again India, with Britain keen to cut down the journey time (not to mention the more precarious nature of the route) via the Cape of Good Hope. The presence of the Suez Canal would dominate British strategic thinking in the Middle East for a century to come.




    The project brought many British engineers and financiers to Egypt, and their business interests inevitably widened with their engagement with the state of Muhammad Ali’s successors, the Khedives. The poor financial control of the ailing Egyptian state, egged on by these new market-makers, saw the regime become increasingly profligate and dependent. A financial crisis and credit crunch inevitably ensued. This final financial default was accompanied by politically inspired anti-British protests. They resulted in Britain stepping in to take over responsibility for the key areas of government of the country in 1882.




    The period between 1883 and 1907 would be dominated by one of the big British figures of empire of the day, Sir Evelyn ‘Over’ Baring, later to become Lord Cromer. With his patrician haughtiness and his air of cultural supremacy, Cromer was doubly prejudiced against the local population. For Egypt, this was difficult to bear. It was the largest and most strategically important of the Arab countries, itself having been a dynamic and expansionist state under Muhammad Ali, just two generations before. It was also host to the highest seat of Islamic learning at al-Azhar University (founded in 969) in Cairo. The depth of Egyptian resentment against Cromer and the imperial system of government would remain a raw one, as evidenced as late as the 1950s, and the Suez Crisis. In the meantime, Egypt would remain totally subjugated until 1916, and the formal ending of the protectorate in order to garner political support for the British war effort. In 1922, Egypt was granted a nominal independence, as Britain sought to repackage empire.




    The mandate system




    While countries like Britain, France, Italy, and to a lesser extent Spain made selected, colonial inroads into the territories of the Middle East during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Ottoman Empire (see box) remained the accepted if nominal government across the remainder of the region until the First World War. The Ottomans’ disastrous miscalculation in backing Germany and Austria-Hungary in the Great War resulted in their sharing in the defeat of 1918. With the US’s retreat into isolationism, Britain and France were left as the regionally dominant great powers of the day. As with the old imperial state of Austria, the Ottomans’ multi-national empire was dismantled.




    During the First World War, Britain and France had toyed with various visions of the future of the Middle East. Their ideas were driven by the needs of fighting the war. Hence, Britain had entered into a loose understanding with Sherif Hussein of Mecca (the Hussein–McMahon correspondence) in order to try to foment disunity behind Ottoman lines. Sherif Hussein was a Hashemite (see box), and as such claimed lineage back to the Prophet Muhammad, thereby giving him some religious authority and prestige on the ground. He agreed to enter the war in alliance with Britain in the belief that victory would result in his inheriting a large part of the Ottoman territories roughly corresponding to the Levant and northern Arabia. The Hashemite alliance was useful for Britain, as it refuted Ottoman attempts to portray the war in strictly religious terms as the ‘clash of civilizations’ of its day. It also enabled the British to open a second front in the Red Sea area, immortalized in the guerrilla warfare of T.E. Lawrence and Sherif Hussein’s son, Amir Faisal (played by Peter O’Toole and Alec Guinness respectively in the famous David Lean movie Lawrence of Arabia).




     




    

      

        THE HASHEMITES


      




      The Hashemites claim to be able to trace their genealogy back to the House of Hashem, the clan of the Prophet Muhammad. Their religious legitimacy was further entrenched by the fact that successive Ottoman sultans looked to them to administer the holy city of Mecca. As the empire unravelled, the Hashemites used this platform to expand their authority. This resulted in a bid for regional power during the First World War, dynastic ambition being hidden behind an ideological cloak of an early wave of Arab nationalism. Through the Hussein–McMahon correspondence of 1915–16, Sherif Hussein of Mecca believed that he had a British commitment to the establishment of an independent Arab successor state under his leadership. On this basis, he declared war on the Ottomans in 1916. In reality, the dynamics of great power politics proved to have more traction than relations with regional leaders, and Britain had little choice but to agree to French mandatory control of Syria and Lebanon. However, the small group of influential British Arabist advisers at the Versailles peace conference, such as T.E. Lawrence and Gertrude Bell, felt a strong political debt to the Hashemites. Consequently, once displaced by the French from Damascus, Sherif Hussein’s son, Faisal, was established on a newly created throne in Iraq under overall British supervision. A second son, Abdullah, was later recognized as the ruler of another new state, Jordan. Hashemites would reign in Baghdad until an army takeover in 1958; they remain in power in Amman. Sherif Hussein was less fortunate. He died in exile in 1931, having lost control of the Kingdom of the Hijaz, based on Mecca, to the emerging Saudi state of the Arabian interior. Embittered by his treatment, Sherif Hussein had spurned a continuing relationship with the British, thereby leaving his kingdom weakened and open to attack.


    




     




    On 2 November 1917, the British government released the Balfour Declaration, in an attempt to win over Jewish opinion in central Europe and North America to the war effort. The brief statement said that London looked favourably on the establishment of ‘a national home’ (as opposed to a state) in Palestine for the Jewish people, as long as it was established without prejudice to the ‘civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities’ (overwhelmingly the Arab residents). The Balfour Declaration did not contradict the apparent undertaking to Sherif Hussein, but it did muddy the water, and created the circumstances for rival state-building projects in Palestine between the 1920s and the 1940s. Lastly, Britain and France entered into a secret bilateral negotiation (the infamous Sykes–Picot Agreement, after the respective diplomats that conducted it) about what to do with the former Ottoman territories of the Middle East at the end of the war. Here, the logic of great power interests trumped the regional bargains, and fostered an enduring sense of Arab grievance that remains today. According to Sykes–Picot, London and Paris agreed to carve up the Levant and Mesopotamia to their own advantage. The blueprint of the colonial configuration of the next two decades had been laid down.




    The collapse of the Ottoman Empire left Britain and France in day-to-day control on the ground. As ever, possession was to prove to be nine-tenths of ownership. The Paris peace conference set about the establishment of a new, post-war world order. The atmosphere that prevailed was post-imperial, in that the naked seizure of territory and the control of associated peoples was no longer regarded as being morally acceptable. The US president, Woodrow Wilson, wished to see the principle of self-determination prevail in the creation of this order. But US influence waned dramatically after Congress chose to recommit itself to the Monroe Doctrine and turn its back on the world beyond its own hemisphere. The Middle East subsequently became subject to a compromise. In the name of delicacy, the European colonial powers would be discreet about their imperial intentions, hiding them behind a paternalistic commitment to the preparation of societies on the ground for political independence. The mandate system, to be operated by the newly established League of Nations, was duly born at the conference of San Remo in Italy in April 1920.




    Britain was to be the mandatory power for Palestine, Transjordan (since 1946, the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan), and Iraq, a reflection of its preoccupation with lateral strategic considerations, with India ultimately in mind. France was to be the responsible power for Syria and an enlarged Lebanon, where, through the Maronite Roman Catholic community, it had exerted increasing interference during the later stages of the Ottoman Empire. In order to establish itself on the ground, the French first had to displace a somewhat chaotic Arab government, based in Damascus, which had already declared the Hashemite Amir Faisal to be king. The outcome was confirmed only once the French had defeated an Arab army at Maysalun in July 1920.




    The period between 1918 and 1923 was the genesis of the region’s statehood, its story of creation. It was key as far as the making of the modern Middle East is concerned. It represented a period of transition whereby the Middle East was transformed from an Ottoman core, with European encroachments at the edges, to becoming virtually an extension of the European empires that now reached around much of the world. The speed and profundity of the change, and the collapse of the world’s leading Muslim state, etched this into a period of trauma and dishonour for most of the region.




    This period was vital in the creation of the contemporary Middle East state system. The boundaries that were drawn and the entities that were created would largely define the states that would emerge. It is these states, virtually without amendment let alone change, that, in all of their idiosyncrasies and imperfections, continue to exist today. For all of their multiple and apparently contradictory promises of the First World War, the outcome, though noisy and difficult in places, was on the whole reasonably smooth. Britain and France did divide the Levant according to Sykes–Picot. Sherif Hussein may not have ruled over a single dynastic state, but Hashemites did preside over Iraq and Transjordan, as well as ruling the Hijaz (admittedly only briefly) from Mecca, the seat of Islam. Only in Palestine would wartime promises, alluringly even-handed though they might have seemed at the time, prove to be incompatible with the new responsibilities on the ground. The Balfour Declaration may have been an elegant exercise in drafting, but its name is still cursed on the Arab street today.


  




  

    2




    Resistance




    In the Middle East, the onset of colonialism eventually precipitated a backlash. Thus was born a struggle that would last until the end of the last vestiges of colonial rule. The pattern is not that dissimilar to the broad experiences of the developing world, and Sub-Saharan Africa in particular. At first this resistance was based on local solidarities, such as clan, village, and province. Increasingly, national collective feeling came to give coherence and broader appeal. And religion was never far away from the nationalist-based resistance that emerged, giving it a wider and deeper resonance. For Islam viewed the European colonialism as both unjust and alien. It gave moral authority to the resistance of such projects, including where violence was used as an instrument of this resistance.




    The new nationalisms




    The Ottoman Empire was a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural organization for which the Islamic religion was, especially towards the end, its ideological cement. Compared with the mainstream European experience, a sense of ethno-nationalism was slow to emerge. Conceptually, Islam and nationalism were at opposite poles of attraction: if religion created solidarities between Turks and Kurds and Arabs, then what is the need for particularistic nationalisms, which would only create separate identities and hence divide them? This proved to be a sustainable approach until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, and the growth of the Young Turk movement. The latest movement to embark upon the perennial question of why the empire was in decline, the Young Turks concluded it was because the Ottomans had not absorbed the ideas and identity of Europe’s ideology of the moment, ethno-nationalism. The emphasis placed on Turkish nationalism was also a convenience in terms of internal Ottoman politics, as it helped to differentiate the Young Turks from the autocratic Sultan, Abdul Hamid II, who was associated with the idea that Islam was the empire’s ideological glue. Thus was begun a movement to this end.




    The rise of Turkish nationalism was swift. This was not because it was a mass-based ideology; rather it was associated with a small number of urban centres of the Ottoman empire, and with the rising elites, especially army officers. The reason for the prominence of Turkish nationalism was its propagation by the Committee on Union and Progress (CUP), an underground movement that seized power in 1908 and deposed Abdul Hamid, rendering his handful of brief successors only nominal heads of state. Turkish nationalism had risen to prominence because it had suddenly become the ideology of the state, and hence could rely upon the instruments of the state for its dissemination and propagation.




    Faced with the surge in importance of Turkish nationalism, and with the Islamic solidarity movement discredited and on the decline, it was only a matter of time before other aspirant national groups in the empire began to apply the ideas of European ethno-nationalism to their own predicament. For the large Arab component of the empire, this began around the turn of the century, through a handful of intellectuals. For other groups, such as the Kurds, with their intensely tribalized social setting, ethno-nationalism would be confined to a couple of urban centres, such as Diyarbakir in south-eastern Turkey and Sulaymaniyah in northern Iraq, until well after the Second World War.




    The new nascent nationalisms of the Ottoman Empire’s periphery received a boost with the adoption of constitutionalism by the CUP. This included the creation of a parliament, a focal point for the different peoples of the empire, thereby drawing attention to the cultural diversity of the entity. Because of their demographic size, Arab representation was visible within the new institutions of the state. However, nationalism was slow to take root: Arab representation was in great part a patrician affair. This was, after all, as the late twentieth-century doyen of Arab commentators Albert Hourani has described it, ‘the era of notable politics’. When in 1916 the Hashemites raised the standard of the so-called ‘Great Arab Revolt’, in league with the British and against the Ottomans, it was at least as likely to be viewed in terms of dynastic ambition as Arab nationalist solidarity. During the First World War, the vast majority of Muslims in the empire, Arabs included, rallied behind the Ottoman banner of Islamic solidarity against the infidels.




    Arab nationalist ideas continued to circulate and grow after the Versailles peace settlement in the aftermath of the First World War, but from a low base. They were mostly confined to the intellectual and cultural centres of the Arab world, notably Damascus and Beirut. They were reliant for circulation upon a small but dedicated group of intellectuals, the leaders of whom had been educated in Europe, often in Paris. One such figure was Michel Aflaq, who would attain fame as a co-founder of the Baath Party. The ideas of nationalism were especially attractive to Arab Christians, because they provided space for Christian activism in radical, anti-European politics, without the difficulties of those ideas being too closely associated with Islam. It was also a strategy of self-preservation: if Christians were openly opposed to the imperialism of the Christian world, they were less vulnerable to accusations of collaboration, and the retributive violence that could follow. It was in the high schools and universities of the Arab world that these ideas would circulate.




     




    

      

        BAATHISM


      




      Baathism was an ideological movement of Arab nationalism with strong fascist overtones, which emerged among Arab intellectuals who had studied in Europe in the early twentieth century. Michel Aflaq and Salah ad-Din Bitar are usually acknowledged as its founding fathers. Though hazy in its detail, Baathism latched onto the slogans of ‘[Arab political] unity, freedom [from colonial subjugation] and socialism’. The word ‘baath’, meaning resurrection, points to the utopian nature of its ideas. Despite its highbrow origins, Baathist movements became a magnet for ambitious political outsiders in the region: the Alawi minority in Syria; rural Shia and Sunnis in Iraq; and Christians in Jordan. Baathism was catapulted into an ideology of state power with military coups in its name in Syria in 1963 and Iraq in July 1968. Its cult of violence, allied with the peasant background of much of its elite membership, meant that Baathism became identified with the authoritarian practice of politics. In reality, political doctrine came increasingly to serve the interests of its respective leadership, Saddam Hussein in Iraq and Hafez al-Assad in Syria. Baathism collapsed in Iraq after thirty-five years as the movement of power with the US-led invasion of 2003. It has remained, nominally at least, the ideology of the prevailing regime in Syria until today.


    




     




    Though it grew steadily, Arab nationalism was still a minority interest on the margins of the politics of the region into the 1940s. What catapulted the ideology to real prominence was the wave of regime changes that swept the Middle East in the late 1940s and 1950s, led, as the CUP had been, by a cluster of middle-ranking military officers. In search of a belief system to explain their political dissatisfaction, and sensitive that their seizure of power might be regarded as entirely self-serving, these officers latched onto Arab nationalism, which provided both a critique of European colonialism and its local allies, and a pathway towards mass mobilization, cross-regional solidarity, and renewed political glory. Like Turkish nationalism, Arab nationalism had suddenly shot to stardom as a state-patronized ideology. In doing so, it would acquire a mass following but would lose its soul.




    Turkish war of independence




    In view of the timelines of the emergence of the new nationalisms of the Orient, it should not be a surprise what became the first and most efficient of vehicles for resisting European colonial encroachment. There can be no doubt that the most effective, indeed breathtaking, example of resistance to the European colonial vision for the Middle East came with the Turkish war of independence. It was a demonstration of what could be achieved by a subjugated people, even at what appeared to be the height of European superpower hegemony. Moreover, it was achieved in a context of military defeat, state collapse, widespread poverty, massive refugee in-flows, and collective national humiliation. Though now forgotten in outline, let alone detail, by all except for the Turks themselves, it stands as one of the great demonstrations of collective national will in the modern age. However, rather than emerging as a template for resistance in the Middle East of its day, it ended up proving to be a heroic anachronism; a major exception to the regional rule of acquiescence, at least until the Algerian struggle for independence more than three decades later.




    In 1918, the game was up for the Ottoman Empire. With Istanbul occupied by British and French forces and with the Sultan a tool in European hands, any form of resistance seemed futile and improbable. This post-war power configuration was given a formal political shape by the 1920 Treaty of Sevres, which provided for the disposal of the former Ottoman territories. If the Middle East provinces had already gone, Sevres sought to divide up the lands closest to home. Anatolia, then widely known as ‘Asia Minor’, was to be divided into zones of French, Greek, and Italian control. The Armenians, who had suffered so grievously during the First World War, had the chance for a state of their own. There was even a perspective on Kurdish political independence. The Turks themselves were to be left with a modest area of land in the impoverished Anatolian interior.




    In May 1919, the Greek armies landed on the Anatolian mainland at Smyrna in order to implement Sevres. It seemed that their success was inevitable. But this was to be no updated version of The Iliad. The first stirring of Turkish resistance had shown itself in 1918, with the galvanizing of a national movement and the adoption of an associated manifesto, the National Pact. This document sought to define those areas in which Turks were a majority and which should properly be included in a Turkish nation-state. Eschewing an Ottoman-style desire to reconquer lost territories in the Middle East, the Pact focused on the incorporation of Anatolia and some adjacent territories into a Turkish state. In its vision the drafters of the Pact built upon the Young Turk movement of the late nineteenth/early twentieth centuries, which had first elaborated a nationally self-conscious Turkish (as opposed to multi-ethnic Ottoman) approach to political identity.




    With a vision and a collective national sense, what the Turkish nationalists required was leadership and generalship. They found that in Mustafa Kemal (aka Ataturk, the ‘father of the Turks’), a war hero from the defence of Gallipoli during the First World War, and a band of officers who had rallied to his standard in central Anatolia, far from the humiliations of Istanbul. A desperate military campaign then ensued, with the French army in the south-east of the country contained and subdued. With both Britain and France suffering from acute post-war over-stretch, neither was willing to draw out the campaign, especially with the Turkish nationalists resisting so stoutly. The Greek armies, meanwhile, had been repeatedly defeated in the west of the country. They were driven away and Smyrna (now Izmir), with its large Greek population, was torched.




    Flush with its decisive military campaign, the nationalists pressed their advantage diplomatically. Unworkable, Sevres was put aside. A new treaty was signed at Lausanne in 1923, at which the international community simply recognized the outcome of the war. The foreign zones of influence idea was abandoned. Greek and Turkish population exchanges consolidated the ethnic separation upon which the notion of a Turkish nation-state was presupposed. All ideas of Armenian, let alone Kurdish, self-determination were no longer practicable. The occupation of Istanbul was lifted, though to consolidate the strategic depth of the new state the small interior town of Ankara was confirmed as the new capital. Most of the lands defined by the National Pact were incorporated into the newly created Republic of Turkey. The one exception was the old Ottoman province of Mosul, which Britain insisted on including in its mandate for Iraq. The new authorities in Ankara had no choice in the matter, but pragmatically accepted the outcome in exchange for the international legitimacy of League of Nations membership. The Turkish nationalists had bought the necessary time to impose their vision of a Turkish nation-state on those other population groups in Anatolia for which Turkishness was not the most salient national identity.




    Other independent spaces




    If the Turkish case was the most breathtaking example of a successful resistance to the Europeans, it was not the only space in the region to be free of imperialism. Neither Saudi Arabia nor Iran fell directly under the extended control of the European imperial powers. The Saudi case is the most eye-catching. For, while Britain was adding to its portfolio of colonial lands, the emerging Saudi state was doing exactly the same thing in central Arabia during the first three decades of the twentieth century. The emergence of modern Saudi Arabia is as much a story of conquest and subjugation as any in the region at the time.




    Britain already had control of the Gulf emirates by the end of the nineteenth century. It then extended its area of control through the acquisition of the mandates of Iraq, Transjordan, and Palestine in the early 1920s. However, a vast area of land, much of it arid and ecologically marginal, lay at the centre of Britain’s quadrilateral of control. This area, with its scattered dusty towns, difficult trade routes, and marginal agriculture, had seen political control fluctuate for centuries, as individual clans fleetingly held sway. There had already been two chieftaincies of the Saud clan, states in the making, which had subsequently dissolved in an endless dynamic of internal disunity and rival clan challenge.
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