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Based on exhaustive work in numerous archives and in several languages, Lorenzo 
Kamel has produced what I think is one of the most defi nitive works on the transi-
tion from empire to nation-state. It is impressively ambitious and does what many 
major historians have been promising to do: to show how hard, Western conceptions 
of identity shaped and formed the thinking and decisions of statesmen and other 
political elites in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It also deals with the 
penetration of hard national categories among the various peoples of the empire. It is 
an authoritative book and will be very widely consulted.
Nicholas Doumanis
Author of Before the Nation and Professor, School of Humanities and Languages, Th e 
University of New South Wales, Sydney 

Th is book will make an important mark on the fi eld. It shows the ways in which 
ethnic and other divisions were historically constructed in the Middle East under 
the infl uence of imperial powers. Th e work combines meticulous archival research in 
multiple languages with careful analysis of broader trends to map the transition from 
empire to homogenised nation-states. Th is ability to document with rich detail and 
at the same time be able to present the larger picture with great clarity is rare. Th e 
author pulls off  the feat with great erudition.
Beth Baron
Distinguished Professor of History, Th e Graduate Center and City College, CUNY
Past President (2015–17), Middle East Studies Association
Director, Middle East and Middle Eastern American Center

In this engaging revisionary study, Lorenzo Kamel shows how modern Western-ist 
intellectual prejudices have distorted our understanding of identity and confl ict in 
the modern Middle East. Based on original archival research and an exhaustive survey 
of secondary literature, the author reveals a world that can only be characterised as 
‘medieval’ if one misunderstands the Middle Ages. Focusing on the long nineteenth 
century, the book provides a chronological continuation of much of the most interest-
ing work being done in pre-modern Mediterranean Studies.
Brian A. Catlos
Author of Muslims of Latin Christendom and Professor, Faculty of Religious Studies, 
University of Colorado, Boulder 

Lorenzo Kamel is a dedicated and meticulous scholar, extremely experienced and 
internationally recognised for his research methodology. His extensive archival work, 
which forms the basis of many of his most important publications, is impressive by 
any academic standard. His archival research, informed by exemplary linguistic skills, 
has, without question, created new understandings of the complex dynamics shaping 
our inquiry into modern European empires, and the history of the Middle East in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Th e Middle East from Empire to Sealed Identities 
will continue this outstanding trend.
Sara Roy
Senior Research Scholar, Harvard University’s Center for Middle Eastern Studies
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Note on Transliteration

Most Arabic names and terms are transliterated in this book in accor-
dance with the system adopted by the International Journal of Middle 

East Studies. But some words have been transliterated using the forms found 
in offi  cial documents produced in Western languages. Family names have 
been transliterated according to the pronunciation usually adopted by the 
family clans themselves. Words in Hebrew, as well as those in Ottoman 
Turkish, are almost always reproduced following a simplifi ed phonetic sys-
tem as close as possible to the Hebrew and Turkish of the present day.
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In what sense is it meaningful to distinguish, on the basis of ethnicity, between 
two people who speak the same language, eat the same food, laugh at the same 
jokes, share the same set of cultural references, and may even live in the same 
village, just because they happen to belong to diff erent religious groups?

Elias Muhanna

Th e lumping together of diff erent ethnic groups into one artifi cial unit is not 
the worst feature of colonialism. Its most obnoxious feature is the subsequent 
alienation of the colonized from their roots, from their culture, from their 
religion, from their language, from their laws and from their concept of 
justice. You cannot colonize a group without fi rst dehumanizing them, 
enslaving them, and brainwashing them into believing that they are inferior. 
Th e colonial masters, through myths designed to show the inferiority of the 
oppressed and colonized people, through the imposition of language of the 
colonial masters, but mostly through the inclusive and frightening character 
of their authority managed to impose on the colonised a new religion, 
new ways of behaviour, new ways of seeing and, in particular, a pejorative 
judgment with respect to their original culture, religion, language, sense of 
right and wrong.

Chukwudifu Oputa
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Introduction:  The Past’s Present

‘Th e Turks weren’t hurting us when we left, they were crying.’1

Basiliki Kalogeropoulou

The Th irty Years War started in 1618 as a confl ict between various Protes-
tant and Catholic states in the Holy Roman Empire. It brought devasta-

tion and major population loss to the heart of Europe. Many observers of 
today’s Middle East have found similarities with that distant past.

Th e Polish-American diplomat Zbigniew Brzezinski, for instance, con-
tended that several analogies exist ‘between what’s happening in the Middle 
East and what happened in Europe during the Th irty Years War several cen-
turies ago, namely the rising of religious identifi cation as the principal motive 
for political action’.2 Similarly, the French geographer Fabrice Balanche 
argued that ‘the global resonance of the Syrian war has a precedent from 
some four centuries ago: the confl ict in Bohemia (1618–23), which initiated 
the Th irty Years War’.3

Many public fi gures have expressed similar opinions, including Leon 
Panetta (‘we are looking at kind of a 30-year war’),4 Andrew Sullivan 
(‘the thirty years war brewing in the Middle East’),5 and Brendan Simms, 
according to whom ‘the root of the Th irty Years’ War, just as with many 
Middle Eastern confl icts today, lay in religious intolerance’.6

Others have analysed how the Th irty Years War ended, deriving from it a 
‘model’ that could be used to bring peace to the Middle East. Pulitzer Prize-
winner Jack Miles wrote that ‘the Peace of Westphalia [in 1648] re-drew parts 
of the map of Europe. Peace in the Middle East may yet do the same’.7

Each of these approaches is part of an ongoing process of the region’s 
‘medievalisation’, or the tendency to juxtapose an allegedly medieval Middle 
East with the modern, secular, normative West.8
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2 | the middle east from empire to sealed identities

Th e Th irty Years War had, indeed, little to do with ‘religious identifi ca-
tion’. Catholic France, for instance, supported the intervention of Protestant 
Sweden, led by Gustavus Adolphus (1594–1632), against the Holy Roman 
Empire and the Catholic League. Both the Th irty Years War (a non-proxy 
confl ict) and the many proxy-wars in today’s Middle East show that religious 
issues alone can explain little. Four centuries ago, France, the Habsburgs, 
the German princes (whose conversion had little to do with theology and 
much with asserting their power) and other regional players clashed mainly, 
although of course not only, for practical reasons. 

Th e same applies to the present-day Middle East, where cleavages and 
sectarian strife have much to do with the socio-economic eff ects of globalisa-
tion, the short- and long-term eff ects of nationalism and ongoing geopolitical 
dynamics. In this respect, the decision to overthrow Saddām Husseīn’s regime 
in 2003 and, more recently, the United States’ non-intervention in Syria and 
the 2015 nuclear deal with Iran, have been perceived by Saudi Arabia as 
indirect aid to Iran’s strategies. Largely as a consequence of this, and particu-
larly following the Arab uprisings of 2011, Riyadh has invested an enormous 
amount of resources in opposing the rise of any government or party that, 
in the Arab world, could have represented a credible alternative to the ‘Saudi 
model’. Th is also explains Riyadh’s decision to support the Egyptian army in 
its coup against former Islamist president Mohamed Morsi.

It is largely to these considerations, and thus to Iran’s increased role in the 
region, that the continuation of the current Middle East’s many proxy-wars 
should be linked.

On the other hand, to imply that the region should make up for the centu-
ries that divide it from a normative West is not only orientalist but also tends 
to simplify a more complex picture. Early seventeenth-century Europe was fac-
ing the repercussions of the Protestant Reformation, which had started a cen-
tury earlier. On top of this, the fanaticism that characterised relations between 
Catholics and their ‘dissident brothers’9 (that is, how Catholic clergy used often 
to refer to Protestants) has no parallel in the history of the Middle East.

Despite what the ongoing debates would seem to imply, Sunnis and Shi‘as, 
but also Christians, Jews and other religious groups or confessions, have 
lived together for centuries in the region, reaching a level of coexistence10 – a 
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introduction | 3

relatively new concept that does not erase the existence of boundaries but 
implicitly acknowledges that such boundaries are negotiable – higher than 
any registered in most of the rest of the world, Europe included.11 It is sig-
nifi cant, just to take an example, that as recently as 2003, about 40 per cent 
of Baghdād’s population – that is, a quarter of the whole of Iraq – was com-
posed of people born from Sunni–Shi‘a mixed marriages; Baghdād’s Iraqis 
call them ‘Sushis’.12

Th e tangible reality of ‘Sushis’ has today been largely replaced by an alter-
native vision, which prefi gures – and often advocates – a ‘Balkanisation’ of 
the region. Th is approach is rooted in the early 1990s and was expressed in an 
article (‘Rethinking the Middle East’) by Bernard Lewis in Foreign Affairs 
in 1992. Lewis contended that many states in the region are simply artifi cial 
Western creations (a common yet simplistic claim; see Chapter 6).13 He also 
predicted as among the most likely future scenarios that the Middle East 
would collapse ‘into a chaos of squabbling, feuding, fi ghting sects, tribes, 
regions and parties’.14 Considering this potential chaos, it might be argued, 
it would have been much easier to force or convince the local populations to 
accept an order imposed from the outside.

To what extent have these predictions turned into self-fulfi lling prophe-
cies? Th e answer, from the perspective of three decades later, is open to debate. 
What it is certain, however, is that, particularly since the beginning of this 
century,15 the remodelling of the ‘greater Middle East’ – that is, the division 
of large states into small homogeneous entities incapable of posing any coher-
ent threat – has been advocated by a number of infl uential think tanks in 
Washington, including by Project for the New American Century (PNAC). 
Of the twenty-fi ve political fi gures who signed PNAC’s founding statement 
of principles, ten (including Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, John Bolton 
and Paul Wolfowitz) went on to serve in the administration of US President 
George W. Bush.16 It is equally evident, from a less political and more aca-
demic and journalistic perspective, that a growing number of publications 
are describing the present-day Middle East in terms of a region ‘splintered 
by sects and tribes’.17 In these works, the whole area appears as a distant and 
somehow obscure and artifi cial region, in which local people are infl uenced 
by ancestral ‘tribal’ and religious cleavages, and live ‘in a system based on 
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4 | the middle east from empire to sealed identities

opposition’. Peace, noted McGill Professor Philip Carl Salzman, ‘is not pos-
sible in the Middle East because values [“kin, clan, and cult”] and goals other 
than peace are more important to Middle Easterners’.18

Th e sense of a largely artifi cial region, characterised by ‘sealed-off ’ minor-
ities (or a ‘mosaic of minorities’19) and historical discontinuities, has become 
widespread, to the extent that the word ‘stability’ continues often to be 
paired with concepts such as ‘division’, ‘partition’ or ‘natural borders’ (that 
is, the adjustment of border features to mirror ethnic or religious diff er-
ences).20 Although several studies on the ‘production of knowledge’ about 
the Middle East – and related distortions – have been published since the 
turn of the millennium,21 the challenging or deconstruction of the narratives 
linked to the process of ‘Balkanisation’ that is allegedly taking place in the 
Middle East is still limited.22 One of the most compelling, indirect, excep-
tions can be found in Gerard Russell’s Heir to Forgotten Kingdoms, in which 
the author, through an in-depth analysis of the almost inaccessible ‘pagan 
religions’ (Mandaeans, Zoroastrians, Druzes, Kalasha, Yazidis and many 
others) that have survived in the Middle East, challenges the perception of 
the region as inherently divided and violent.23 Russell uncovers ancient ritu-
als and sheds light on an extraordinary yet little known cultural and social 
patrimony that, until very recently, had remained largely intact for millen-
nia. It is noteworthy that these groups survived under Islam, that is in a 
context (the medieval ‘Muslim world’) in which many aspects of Judaism as 
a religious civilisation ‘were formulated, codifi ed, and disseminated’,24 while 
no equivalent faith survived in Christian Europe. Despite having suff ered 
disadvantages and various forms of oppression and, at times, persecution, 
these ‘religious minorities’ fl ourished in an environment that was ‘perfectly 
capable of valuing diversity’.25 

Th e original nucleus of this volume developed with the aim of providing a 
historical context for these considerations by shedding light on essentialised, 
ahistorical notions of religious and identity-related issues. More precisely, the 
book aims to assess what the region is currently experiencing by challenging 
the discourse of the ‘medievalisation’ of the Middle East. It provides a his-
torical understanding of the transition from empire to sealed identities, that 
is, the process through which complex and multidimensional local contexts 
have been simplifi ed (meaning the tendency to defi ne, indeed rationalise, the 
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introduction | 5

other in terms more suitable and useful to the self ), homogenised and denied 
in their historical continuities by a number of extra- and intra-regional actors. 
Against the backdrop of a milieu in which identities were largely fl exible, 
multifaceted and ‘hyphenated’, the practice of politicising ethno-religious 
diff erences, through ‘ascribing a nonmutable, culturally genetic profi le to a 
group’, often with the purpose of marginalising it, led to a reality of tenden-
tiously sealed identities.26 

Th e temporal focus of this attempt is mainly linked to the ‘long nine-
teenth century’ of the Middle East – framed by the late Donald Quataert 
between Bonaparte’s invasion of Egypt (1798) and the beginning of the 
League of Nations’ mandates (1922)27 – that has also been dubbed by a num-
ber of scholars as the ‘reform century’: from the early reforms (1808–39) 
under Sultan Mahmūd II (1785–1839) until the 1908 Young Turk Revolu-
tion. Th ese temporal and conceptual periodisations, as well as the choice 
of which historical facts or fi gures aff ected a given region the most, are of 
course always arbitrary, often ‘self-centered’,28 and tend to unduly sharpen 
our sense of antagonism between diff erent parties by ignoring centuries of 
earlier dynamics and continuities. Th is might result in a problematic process: 
it is in fact necessary, perhaps now more than ever, to instil (or re-instil) the 
concept of continuity in reference to the history of the region. 

Th e relevance of ‘continuities’ has been evident throughout most of the 
millenary history of the region, and from a wide range of diff erent angles. For 
instance, the ‘Epic of Gilgamesh’ (c. 2100 bce), a literary product of Meso-
potamia, includes a number of themes (including the fl ood myth adopted 
in the Noah’s ark narrative) and motifs later on included in the Bible and 
other religious books. Th e history of Jerusalem represents another powerful 
example. As noted in a study published by the Bar-Ilan University’s Inge-
borg Rennert Center for Jerusalem Studies, ‘Canaanite Jerusalem had two 
holy sites; both were above and outside the city walls. Shalem was probably 
worshipped in the area of the Temple Mount, which later became the holi-
est site for the Jews and the third most holy site for Moslems’.29 Th ese and a 
plethora of other possible examples are hardly surprising. Every ‘invader’, in 
fact, has, to some extent, left its mark upon the region and its inhabitants. In 
Jacques Weulersse’s words, ‘Hittites, Arameans, Assyrians, Sea Peoples [. . .] 
didn’t vanish, they changed their capitals, sometimes altered languages and 
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customs, they hardly touched the rural population, already bound to the soil 
[déjà lié au sol]’.30 

Notwithstanding these and other related considerations,31 a special atten-
tion to the historical span of time covered in this volume is at least partially 
justifi ed by the fact that it favoured the rising of enduring dynamics that 
eff ectively prevented the persistence of fl exible, multifaceted and hyphen-
ated identities, a process whose echoes are still visible in the present of much 
of the Middle East. More generally, this specifi c historical phase infl uenced 
many of the attitudes that a meaningful percentage of people – from Japan 
to the United States, passing through Europe, the Middle East and other 
world regions – still maintain towards history (it was the century of the fi rst 
museums, national libraries and archives but also of recorded sound and pho-
tography), science, culture and the forging of the relationships and balance of 
power between a number of world’s areas. 

Th e Book’s Structure

Despite being focused on the relatively distant past, Th e Middle East from 
Empire to Sealed Identities speaks to and sheds light on the present, pro-
viding a deeper understanding of the dynamics that most of the region is 
currently experiencing. It is introduced by Chapter 1, which provides a con-
ceptual frame, by contextualising a number of terms and concepts commonly 
adopted – and ‘taken for granted’ – when approaching the region. Particular 
attention is given to ‘tribalism’, ‘sectarianism’, ‘minorities’ and other key con-
cepts that are often synonymous with uncompromising divisions and cleav-
ages. Unsurprisingly, these aspects have come to prominence, without paying 
appropriate attention to the local historical context, in many (if not most) 
studies that focus on the modern and contemporary Middle East.

Th e three chapters that follow (2, 3 and 4) turn to three crucial junctures 
of the ‘long nineteenth century’, when exceptional circumstances worked to 
shape the region’s ethno-religious, political, economic and cultural dimen-
sions. Th e French historian Fernand Braudel (1902–85) noted that even a 
minor event ‘could be the indication of a long reality, and sometimes, marvel-
ously, of a structure’.32 Th ese three ‘moments’ likewise are signifi cant beyond 
themselves and are essential components of a ‘structure’ that, in diff erent 
forms and degrees, still echoes today throughout most of the region.
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More specifi cally, Chapter 2 investigates the germs of competing ethno-
religious visions in the Middle East, examining the 1830s, a decade that 
marked the passage from it being a tendentially insular region, inhabited 
by a ‘cluster of communities’ and characterised mainly by a large volume of 
intra-regional trade and commerce,33 to one based upon a mosaic of compet-
ing nationalistic visions and major powers’ antagonisms over supremacy.34 
Th e census of 1831 contains, for the fi rst time in Ottoman history, a 
number of hints as to ethnic groups. Th e same year, Sultan Mahmūd II 
(1785–1839) founded Takvim-i Vekayi (‘Calendar of facts’), the fi rst fully 
Turkish language newspaper. Until then, and again from the 1840s until 
1868’s provincial yearbook, references were almost only provided according 
to large and encompassing religious affi  liation. Yet, and despite the almost 
complete absence of any Ottoman counting of ethnic groups, European 
powers fostered a process of division and subdivision of the ‘non-Muslim 
population, chiefl y the Christians, in accordance with their national inter-
ests and subjective preferences’.35 Th is period, which coincided with the fi rst 
major conquest of an Arab-speaking country (Algeria) by a European power 
(France) (that is, a period in which Muslim-majority states and societies 
were compelled to live in a world dominated by ‘others’), was also character-
ised by the establishment of municipal councils, a Western institution which 
carried unintended consequences for the political climate of ‘Greater Syria’ 
and the broader region. 

Chapter 3 analyses the politicisation of ethno-religious diff erences 
ignited with the Tanẓīmāt, the Ottoman reformist period that witnessed 
the introduction in the region of a number of concepts – such as waṭaniyyah 
(‘patriotism’) – pointing towards the secular, Western, concept of nation-
ality. Th e introduction of these concepts and a new ‘stimulus to national 
improvement’, to use an expression adopted by a number of intellectual 
and political fi gures of the time, had its roots in Lebanon and in Syria in 
the convergence of two main interests, those of Arabic-speaking Christian 
communities of those countries (in-out perceptions) and of Christian mis-
sionaries (the outside-in dimension). Believers of the diff erent Christian 
denominations soon became the respective channels through which West-
ern powers tried to impose their political, commercial and cultural infl u-
ence over the region.36 
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Th e medium- and long-term eff ects of these processes coincided and often 
overlapped with the rising of Osmenlilik (‘Ottomanism’), an expression of 
civic nationalism – that fl ourished in the 1870s and 1880s and ultimately 
faded with the Balkan Wars in 1912–13 – in which loyalty to the sultan, 
often erroneously perceived as ‘the Grand Caliph of Islamism [Gran Califf o 
dell’Islamismo]’ by the Roman Catholic authorities,37 was replaced with loy-
alty to the Empire. Ottomanism, like ‘Arabism’, was, to a large extent, the 
result of the failure of the Ottoman Empire to keep pace with Europe.38 Th e 
two approaches were not necessarily in contradiction with one another: most 
Arabists, while stressing Arab elements of identity, ‘remained Ottomanists 
until 1918’.39 In this sense, the main goal of Ottomanism was to provide polit-
ical freedom and equality in exchange for loyalty to the Empire from all its 
citizens.40 Nonetheless, Chapter 3 shows how this resulted in the sharpening 
of religious identities and ethnic-linguistic awareness, with long-lasting eff ects 
on the region and its inhabitants. Indeed, as noted by Hanioğlu, ‘local resist-
ance to the center’s determined attempts to penetrate the periphery accentu-
ated the fragmentation of identity throughout the empire. Th e unprecedented 
attempts to unify multiple religious, ethnic and regional groups only served to 
strengthen their splintered identities in defi ance of central policies.’41

Th e ‘sharpening process’ and the related ‘intercommunal dissonance’42 were 
further exacerbated in the fi rst two decades of the twentieth century, the phase 
under analysis in Chapter 4. Th e years that preceded the First World War wit-
nessed, in fact, the deterioration of relations between Turks and Arabs – an 
occurence perceived in positive terms by several Western policymakers43 – and 
the full ‘appropriation’ by some local leaders of a number of concepts consid-
ered of little or no value just a few years earlier: ‘Our new kingdom’, contended, 
for instance, Fayṣal (1885–1933), British-appointed King of Iraq from August 
1921, ‘is based on the sheer patriotism of her subjects’.44 

In this same period, at the climax of ‘war of Ottoman dissolution’,45 
British authorities developed various policies aiming at enshrining religious 
diff erences and at promoting a Muslim communal identity, through the 
creation of a new ‘millet system’ – a self-serving variation of the previous 
‘system’ of Ottoman administration of separate religious communities – and 
the establishment of a number of unprecedented communal institutions 
(such as the Supreme Muslim Council), both perceived as stabilising ele-
ments and useful instruments of control. In fact, Britain, whose empire was 
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composed (in 1918) one fi fth by Muslims,46 understood the Middle East as 
tendentially fragmented in terms of religions and confessions.47 Th rough the 
redefi nition of the Muslim community as the largest and most infl uential 
millet (a concept, rarely used in the records, that until the early nineteenth 
century referred only to religious communities, while later on also being 
applied to non-religious ‘nations’), British authorities succeeded at confi ning 
any form of dissent to religious issues.48 

Religion indeed proved to be a useful tool for Western powers in their 
attempts to stymie and pre-empt the formation of multireligious national-
ist movements. In the British Raj, on the one hand, London introduced the 
term ‘Hinduism’ and helped to construct a new version of the caste system, 
assigning social and political meanings to caste and enshrining these mean-
ings in legal and political structures. Th e demographers of British India and 
their ethnographic advisers were ‘obsessed with the ranking of castes’.49 On 
the other hand, the promotion of Muslim communal identity was considered 
by London as a powerful tool to appease Muslim opinion throughout the 
Empire. Th ese kinds of policy, that Niall Ferguson and a few other historians 
have tried to conceptualise in more positive terms in recent years, were aiming 
at preventing the emergence of a pan-Islamic rebellion – in Malaysia, India 
and later in Egypt and Palestine – against the British authority.50 Muslim com-
munal institutions were thus used, particularly in the Middle East, to relegate 
any expression of protest to religion or religious-related aspects.51

Chapter 5 turns the attention to another, if not the most, powerful expres-
sion of the politicisation of ethno-religious diff erences in the early twentieth 
century: the Balfour Declaration. Th is provided a vigorous boost to the grow-
ing tendency of ascribing ethnic or racial identities to local peoples, shaping 
a ‘pattern’ (‘Balfour’s pattern’) that marked a point of no return in the process 
of homogenisation of the region’s ethno-religious components.

Th e decision to perceive the whole area in racial and/or ethno-sectarian 
terms, and to ignore or underestimate the fears, ambitions and often the very 
existence of what was then about 90 per cent of the local population – often 
loosely referred to as ‘non-Jewish communities’52 or ‘Palestine bédouine’53 in 
the dispatches of the time – has had major repercussions, in some cases vis-
ible up to the present day. Th e approach shown by several prominent British 
fi gures towards Jews and Zionism was, particularly just before and during 
the First World War, determined by anti-Semitic feelings. Yet these feelings 
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were expressed in the form of a deep-rooted philo-Semitism of evangelical 
and puritan memory. In both cases, Jews were reduced to their ‘Jewishness’. 
In this sense, philo-Semitism and anti-Semitism often became two sides of 
the same coin. 

On top of these considerations, it should also be noted that the Bal-
four Declaration, beyond its symbolic signifi cance, did not in itself have 
any binding power. It became legally relevant when it was included in the 
British mandate for Palestine by the League of Nations. Th e latter denied, 
since its foundation, the inclusion of a clause for ‘racial equality’, proposed 
by Japan, within its founding charter. In theory, the underlying intention 
of the mandate system implemented by the League of Nations was to pre-
pare the various populations for self-determination and self-government. In 
practice, it was an instrument used by the victorious powers to legitimise 
their own ‘rights of conquest’ in order to divide the spoils of ex-empires, as 
well as land holdings belonging to the defeated nations. Th is was an objec-
tive pursued through a paternalistic approach which, on the one hand, 
supported the idea that there was a hierarchy among the various ‘races’ – 
Jan Christiaan Smuts (1870–1950), a leading fi gure in Lloyd George’s 
(1863–1945) War Cabinet, who is credited with authoring the interna-
tional mandates idea, defi ned the African populations as ‘barbarians’ – and, 
on the other hand, was leveraged by an exaggerated emphasis on the need 
to establish well-defi ned borders based on ethnic principles.

Chapter 6 takes on board these aspects and, more specifi cally, the period 
of the post-First World War ‘fi ssiparous conferences’ and treaties. Th ese rep-
resented a meaningful turning point that, on the one hand, provided the 
international legal legitimisation to ethno-sectarian processes of racialisation, 
sharpening the religious and ethnic identities examined in the previous chap-
ters, and, on the other hand, enabled a ‘cherry-picking process’ – that is, the 
selection of a few ‘natural representatives’ of the local populations.54

London and Paris were granted their mandates by the League of Nations 
during the ‘imperial sunset’,55 a historical phase that coincided with the col-
lapse of the three main multinational empires – Habsburg, Ottoman and 
Russian – and the establishment of thirty new, largely homogeneous, nation-
states.56 Despite being an era of unprecedented criticism towards the empires 
(and their still enduring legacies), and the fact that the Wilsonian rhetoric 
of self-determination fl ourished in these years, tens of millions of Arabs and 

5974_Kamel.indd   105974_Kamel.indd   10 15/04/20   5:57 PM15/04/20   5:57 PM



introduction | 11

hundreds of millions of Muslims had no representative body that could give 
voice to their aspirations.57 Th e sudden and, at times, impulsive empower-
ment of several ‘trusted’ representatives of local populations backfi red on 
the British authorities on a number of occasions and contributed to foster-
ing fragmentation, disunity and ‘unrepresentativeness’ within local societies. 
Fayṣal, warned General Edmund Allenby (1861–1936) in March 1920, 
‘has begun to sign himself Grand King of the Arabs’.58 

Th e ‘cherry-picking process’ went hand in hand with a growing emphasis 
on the need to establish well-defi ned borders based on ethnic and/or religious 
principles.59 Western statesmen demonstrated themselves to be ‘anxious 
to proceed immediately with the delimitation’ of new confi nes.60 Borders 
drawn at the time, ironically amounting to one of the most stable aspects of 
the Middle East in the last century, still today remain a contentious topic 
of debate. Th is is certainly largely due to the arbitrary way in which some 
of them were laid out: ‘South of Sykes Picot line’, noted British diplomat 
Robert Vansittart (1881–1957) in 1920, ‘we can lay down the frontier as 
we wish’.61 Chapter 7 problematises these aspects and the related ‘border-
ing process’, and sheds light on the eff orts that peoples in the region – in 
the context of a new process of homogenisation of diversities – are exert-
ing today in order to get back into history, regaining possession of their 
multifaceted pasts. Th eir eff orts have the potential to deconstruct the many 
‘segmented identities’ that are currently emerging. Th ey have also the capa-
bility of bringing to light some of the hybrid identities and experiences that 
once fl ourished in Mediterranean spaces, prompting external observers to 
pay closer attention to their echoes in the realities of suff erance that aff ect 
the region today.62
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31. When it comes to the Arab conquest of the seventh century, the region 
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1
Beyond ‘Tribes’ and ‘Sects’: 
on Concepts and Terms

Th ere are no tribes in the West; there are nations and ethnic groups. Only 
primitive, savage societies have tribes.1

Gerald Caplan

We have become so used to terms like ‘collective identity’, ‘identity groups’, 
‘identity politics’, or, for that matter ‘ethnicity’, that it is hard to remember 
how recently they have surfaced as part of the current vocabulary, or jargon, of 
political discourse. For instance, if you look at the International Encyclopedia 
of the Social Sciences, which was published in 1968 – that is to say written in 
the middle 1960s – you will fi nd no entry under identity except one about 
psychosocial identity, by Erik Erikson, who was concerned chiefl y with 
such things as the so-called ‘identity crisis’ of adolescents who are trying to 
discover what they are, and a general piece on voters’ identifi cation. And as 
for ethnicity, in the Oxford English Dictionary of the early 1970s it still occurs 
only as a rare word indicating ‘heathendom and heathen superstition’ and 
documented by quotations from the eighteenth century.2

Eric Hobsbawm

This chapter contextualises some key concepts commonly adopted for 
approaching and understanding the Middle East. It shows how diff er-

ent ideas and assumptions have been perceived, imposed and/or adopted in 
diff erent cultural and geographical contexts. 

Concepts such as state, capital, border, citizenship, private property, 
sectarianism (or Tā’ifīya, a neologism introduced in Arabic in the nineteenth 
century) were of secondary importance and by no means certain of success 
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in the pre-First World War Middle East and held heterogeneous meanings, 
until external actors, including Protestant missionaries, contributed to dis-
seminating these and other ideas in the region.3 Th eir limited adoption was, 
in a number of cases, confi rmed by the absence of Arabic terms to express 
those same concepts.4

Th e common claim that Jerusalem has never served as the capital (from 
the Latin caput, head) of any Arab or Muslim entity, for instance, neglects the 
fact that the notion of ‘āṣima itself, which, in modern Arabic, refers to the 
capital of a state, was unknown in classical Arabic, at least in its contempo-
rary political-administrative meaning; Al-‘āṣima (singular form of al-‘āwāṣim, 
defences, fortifi cations), literally ‘the protector’, indicated originally the line 
between southern Turkey, Iraq and northern Syria, which divided the Byzan-
tine Empire from the caliphates. 

All this is even more pertinent for citizenship, the concept that commonly 
indicates political belonging in the West and recalls the Greek polites (citizen) 
and Latin cives. Until the relatively recent past, Semitic idioms off ered no 
word to indicate such concepts. If, in modern Arabic, in order to fi ll up this 
void, the term jinsīya has been adopted (from the root j-n-s, which in classical 
Arabic indicated gender, race and class, depending on the case), this may be 
linked to the necessity to translate concepts that were relevant in the European 
context and, at the same time, to the need to introduce an idea that would 
help outsiders to ‘grasp’ the locals’ sense of self-perception. Such a process (see 
Chapter 2) began to take shape from the 1830s: an identity transition phase in 
which the region witnessed unprecedented penetration by external actors and 
the embracing of a number of ‘sciences’,5 as well as terms expressing collective 
belonging (such as ‘hubb al watan’, meaning, with a political connotation, 
‘love of the homeland’, as well as ‘Syrian’ and others).6

All this does not imply that notions for expressing one’s own identity 
were non-existent in the region, or that the particular importance of a 
certain city (‘a’zama medīna’, the ‘greatest city’) was not recognised (not 
only Baghdād or Damascus but also Jerusalem, in the fi rst period of Islam, 
played a role comparable with that of a ‘capital’).7,8 Concepts such as ‘aṣabīya 
(reciprocal solidarity), developed by Ibn Khaldūn in the fourteenth century, 
qawmīya, which may be interpreted as a ‘neutral’ loyalty9 to a community 
held together through cultural and linguistic bonds, and watanīya, or loyalty 
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to a community residing in a certain region, demonstrate a linguistic and 
cultural articulation that is worth noting.10 Th ese and a number of other 
related concepts, however, held meanings strikingly diff erent from the secu-
lar ones acquired in more recent times, and were hardly perceived as linked 
to identity politics.11 Th e idea that individuals could assemble and be organ-
ised in accordance with non-religious criteria was in fact largely considered 
to be inherently opposed to the Islamic concept of community. Infl uential 
Iranian-born philosopher Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (1838–97) contended, 
for instance, that Islam itself provided a far superior means of socio-political 
organisation. Such ideas were echoed by a number of other followers of 
Al-Afghānī, including Egyptian jurist Muḥammad ʿAbduh (1849–1905), 
one of the key founding fi gures of Islamic modernism and a direct witness 
of the British occupation of Egypt – which lasted, in diff erent forms, for 
seventy years – in 1882.12 It might be an irony of history that these and 
other similar claims were made in a historical phase in which these religious 
scholars and political activists were questioning the compatibility of Islam 
and modernity: their attempts, in fact, undermined an established belief 
system13 and fostered the ideological conditions needed for the penetration 
of secular, nationalist ideas in the region (see Chapter 3). 

‘Tribalism’, Sectarianism, Ethnicity: Deconstructing Simplifi ed 
Versions of the Past

‘It was an uprising (“Awakening” or Sahwa) of Iraqi tribes that had pushed 
back the growing threat of IS’ [Islamic State] predecessor in 2006’.14 Impres-
sions such as this are commonly conveyed in analyses on the contempo-
rary Middle East and North Africa. Th ey are often mirrored in works more 
focused on countries in sub-Saharan Africa, where ‘tribes’ have historically 
been depicted with somewhat similar clichés: ‘Few African tribes’, argues, 
for instance, Aylward Shorter, ‘are so well known as the Masai of East Africa. 
With their striking physique and noble bearing, they are the obvious choice 
for the cover photo of a travel brochure or as a symbol of all that is romantic 
and singular about Africa’.15

Th ese repeated references to tribal societies, which are undermined and 
criticised by a number of African scholars, are still based on a perception 
defi ned by outsiders during colonial times.16 Th e modern and contemporary 
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use of the concept of the tribe – tied to classical and biblical/quranic images, 
and with minor points of connection with Ibn Khaldūn’s original under-
standing of ‘aṣabīya (the term was already familiar in the pre-Islamic era)17 – 
has often been erroneously used to refer to autonomous, uncompromising 
social units, loyalty to which relies solely on family and blood-ties.18 It con-
veys a negative connotation – like, for that matter, the abovementioned con-
cept of ‘awakening’, which implies that someone was sleeping – associated 
with primitiveness and conservative backwardness. Historically, this has been 
functional from the perspective of European powers. Indeed, for colonialism 
to take root it was deemed important that African peoples and others would 
think of themselves in terms of small clans and tribes without any collec-
tive, or more ‘elaborated’, identity.19 Th ese kinds of approach – from which 
a number of newly crafted ‘tribes’ and/or ‘races’ stemmed, like, for instance, 
the Hutu and the Tutsi in Rwanda and Burundi – did not successfully repre-
sent ‘the actual activity of the society they depicted, nor were they intended 
to; they represented only that slice of it that interested the offi  cial observer’.20 
As argued by Stephen Chan, in a book based on years of fi eld research in a 
number of African countries:

It is now possible to say that there were seldom such entities as African ‘tribes’, 
except that they were the creations of colonial administration [. . .] which 
needed to defi ne, categorize and then administer people, often balancing the 
interests and benefi ts gained from one group against another.21

Admittedly, concepts such as ‘tribes’ (qaba’īl) – that, contrary to what it is 
common at present, was rendered as ‘nations’ in a French dictionary dated 
184422 – or ‘tribalism’ (qabalīya) do not, in the Eastern Mediterranean, bear 
the same negative connotation as in the African context. On top of this, they 
might sometimes be useful in providing a more ‘immediate’ and ‘easy’ iden-
tifi cation of subethnic societal divisions, that also includes the fukhdh (clan), 
khams (fi ve generations of male heirs) and beīt (house). And yet the common 
explicit or implicit reference to a ‘Middle East’s Tribal DNA’23 (more recently 
used to ‘explain’ the 31 December sexual assaults in Germany24) remains as 
problematic as it is simplistic, and tends to overlook the fact that the rising 
of Islam itself (and the fi qh, or Islamic jurisprudence) represented a sort of 
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revolutionary rupture between the pre-Islamic (‘tribal’) Arab ‘world’ and the 
ensuing ‘Arab-Islamic ummah’.25 

As Confucius (551–479 bce) contended, ‘if names be not correct, lan-
guage is not in accordance with the truth of things. If language is not in 
accordance with the truth of things, aff airs cannot be carried on to success.’26 
Th e choice of using concepts such as ‘tribe’ – at times confl ated with the con-
cept of ‘nomad’ but adopted also to refer to non-nomadic people – certainly 
has semantic relevance.27 Yet the problématique goes beyond this (highly rel-
evant) aspect in as much as its largely acritical usage downplays or ignores also 
how ‘tribes’ developed over time and how they tend to provide the image of 
societies that are eternally confl ictual and rigid. More than this, it occludes 
accurate views of African and Middle Eastern realities and fails to take into 
account that the so-called tribal groups ‘are not social organisations whose 
integrity receded into a remote past; rather the tribalism displayed is a reac-
tion to more recent events and conditions’.28 Th is applies particularly to the 
most recent past of the region, when widespread social and physical insecu-
rity forced individuals to rely on extended family networks. Even in time of 
great uncertainties, ‘tribes’ appear in any case much less relevant than what 
is often implied. For instance, according to a poll conducted in Iraq in April 
2004, that is, right after the overthrow of Saddām Husseīn’s regime, ‘only 1 
per cent of those questioned gave their tribe as the most important expression 
of identity’.29

It is fair to assume that, in the near future, concepts such as ‘tribe’ will be 
considered by scholars no more acceptable than the one of ‘race’, a concept, 
rooted in medieval Europe30 and widely perceived as derogatory and mislead-
ing today, that was acceptable and common until a relatively recent past. 
Th is appears yet more likely if we consider that many, although of course 
not all,31 intellectuals and public fi gures who are originally from ‘tribal coun-
tries’ refuse to be encapsulated within these loaded and divisive analytical 
frames. For example, Prince Hassan bin Talal, brother of King Hussein of 
Jordan, notes that ‘portraying Jordan simply or mainly as a tribal context 
does not give justice to a more articulated country, history and society’.32 In 
other words, a growing number of public fi gures in the region appear increas-
ingly aware that the use of this concept ‘refl ects widespread but outdated 
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19th-[and twentieth-]century social theory’,33 while others have noted that, 
from the perspective of Arab writers, the concept of qaba’īl was often used, 
throughout much of the nineteenth century, to refer to modern nation-states: 

Qabīla could refer to a political faction in ancient Athens, the Basques in 
Spain, the inhabitants of a Swiss canton, the seventeenth-century colony of 
Pennsylvania, or the post-revolutionary French nation. In the 1858 Paris 
international fair, for example, one could see – according to a Lebanese 
eyewitness – ‘various qaba’īl of people,’ including Americans, Englishmen, 
Italians, Turks, Arabs, and others. [. . .] Around the middle of the century 
this term was highly popular. One newspaper spoke of a ‘Europe unifi ed, 
despite disagreement among some of its qaba’īl’, and referred to the London 
Times as ‘the English people’s mouthpiece – lisan ḥāl al-qabīla.34

Avoiding terms and concepts such as ‘tribes’ is thus, on the one hand, a way 
of saying that the way we recount history and the words we use matter a 
great deal, and, on the other hand, a mode of exposing the many times when 
‘tribalism’ has replaced what in Western countries would have been referred 
to using concepts such as ethnic awareness, extended families, regionalism, 
kinship groups, ethnic separatism and movements.35 It is signifi cant that con-
cepts such as ‘tribes’ and ‘tribalism’ have always been explicitly avoided by 
European scholars when referring to European contexts, despite the fact that 
Roman gentes, Basques, migrant populations coming from Central Asia in 
the fourth century ce, Celtic clans, to name only a few, would easily ‘comply’ 
with the category of ‘tribes’. Anyone familiar with the societal milieu of places 
such as Sicily or Lucania is aware of the existence of extended families and of 
their pervasive infl uence throughout such societies. In many cases, these fam-
ily networks also include a large number of external members (‘parenti acquis-
iti’), often co-opted for economic, cultural or political interests. Th is in no 
way denies the peculiarities of diff erent contexts, for instance the existence of 
extensive families that, at times (for instance in the case of the Saudi Arabian 
National Guard Forces – and contrary to the regular Saudi army) also con-
tribute to the formation of local armies or militias (in the case of the Saudi 
Guard Forces, families loyal to the ‘House of Saud’). Yet extended families in 
non-Middle Eastern or African contexts are hardly ever described or imag-
ined as ‘tribes’, nor are they perceived as inherently violent and ‘sealed-off ’ 
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entities, or approached through what the late Tel Aviv University Professor 
Joseph (‘Yossi’) Kostiner defi ned as unchangeable ‘tribal values’.36

Writing in 1971, African anthropologist Archie Mafeje (1936–2007) 
noted that ‘if tribalism is thought of as peculiarly African [or Middle Eastern], 
then the ideology itself is particularly European in origin’.37 His words appear 
particularly pertinent if considering that for many centuries ‘tribal’ identities 
‘did not operate in such a rigid and exclusive way’.38 In other words, they 
never represented rigid and impermeable units. What completely changed in 
the region (and in most of the rest of Africa) from the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury onwards is that a previously slowly developing, fl uid ethnic self-aware-
ness shifted into a new, harder ‘tribal’ structure, to the extent that ‘tribalism’ 
was stronger and more politically relevant in 1981 than it was in 1881.39 

Th e latter is the analytical aspect that better links ‘tribalism’ to ‘sectarian-
ism’, or Tā’ifīya – a neologism, considered as an ‘essentially contested concept’ 
today,40 introduced in Arabic in the nineteenth century to render the com-
mon European concepts ending in ‘-ism’.41 Th e Middle East has always been 
a region in which religious boundaries – as in the case of ‘tribes’ – were shift-
ing, blurred and ambiguous. Th e minority/majority dichotomy, so fraught 
with signifi cance today, is, for instance, very much the result of newly created 
mental and physical divisions. 

Yet, in his Minorities in the Arab World (1947), the celebrated historian 
Albert Hourani (1915–93) defi ned ‘minority’ simply as a community that 
was either non-Sunni Muslim or non-Arabic-speaking, or both, living within 
a Sunni Arab majority and with a well-established presence in the region. Th e 
alleged existence of separate, clearly identifi able and long-standing minorities 
persisted for many decades and is still today mirrored in a number of books, 
some of them rooted in the idea that ‘the concept of religious minorities 
historically preceded nationalism and national minorities both in the Ori-
ent and in the Occident’.42 Th ese kinds of argument have been increasingly 
deconstructed and rejected however (it is fair to assume that a similar pro-
cess will occur in reference to ‘tribes’ and ‘tribalism’). As noted by Benjamin 
White, ‘the nation-state form creates the objective conditions in which peo-
ple begin to consider themselves as minorities and majorities: however, these 
remain subjective categories’.43 
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Th e ‘millet system’, often misrepresented as a static and rigid top-down 
structure implemented for organising the life of ‘Ottoman minorities’, was, 
in reality, hardly something that could be considered a ‘system’ at all, and 
had indeed very little in common with the ‘process of minorisation’ started 
in the late nineteenth century.44 In Aaron Rodrigue’s words, ‘nothing in the 
political system of the Ottoman Empire called for diff erent groups to merge 
into one [. . .] Th at particular arrangement, therefore, renders invalid all 
our terms for debate about minority/majority, which are all extraordinarily 
Europe-centered’.45 Indeed, before the fi rst decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, neither the local populations nor the Western powers used the term 
‘minority’, or ‘majority’, to describe the ethno-religious composition of the 
region.46 It should also be added that belonging to a certain ‘sect’ has for 
centuries been just one, often secondary, way of expressing one’s identity. 
Today, many ethnicities in Middle Eastern countries still have Sunni and 
Shi‘a branches that exist parallel to confessional identity. 

Th e fl uid human and cultural intersections that for centuries have 
characterised the daily life of diff erent religious groups and confessions in 
the region have been ‘covered’ by layers of history, mainly related to the 
homogenising eff ects of divisive ideologies inspired by nationalism. In this 
sense, it is important to remember that unlike medieval societies, character-
ised as a sum of particularisms, the era of the nation-states tended towards 
the homogenisation of diversities; and this has had a major impact on the 
Middle East as well, where religious and identity-related ‘borders’ have his-
torically been much more nuanced than in Europe. As witnessed by French 
governor of Algeria Jules Cambon, in 1897, ‘les frontières sont, malgré tout, 
idéales’.47

In many documents of the 1700s and 1800s, it is possible to fi nd a dis-
tinction between ibn ‘Arab (Arab son) and ibn Turk (Turkish son). Th is means 
that local people often considered the non-Arabic-speaking Turks as foreign-
ers: a further confi rmation that ‘all identities’ are, to a large extent, ‘reactive’.48 
At the same time, the origin from a certain village, belonging to a ḥamūla 
(family clan) and the local customs were all factors that marked a certain 
distinction between the protonations present in the region. And yet, until 
the relatively recent past, local ‘tribes’ and ‘sects’ were not in need of clear-cut 
borders that could divide their Heimat – which in German does not refer to 
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one’s country or nation, two abstract ideas that are too broad and distant, 
but rather to a place in which our most profound memories are rooted. But 
this should not suggest that the various fl uid local identities were deprived of 
peculiar, if not ‘protonational’, characteristics.

All this brings us to the third analytical layer of this chapter, connected to 
ethnicity and more generally to the several ethnic and other local nationalisms 
present in the Middle East. Th ese ethnic groups hold nationalist ambitions 
that are sometimes expressed very strongly, as with the Kurds, whose com-
munal mobilisation revolves around a (multi)ethnic pole rather than a confes-
sional one. Yet the case of the Kurds, certainly not an isolated one, reveals much 
on ethnicities and, more broadly, identity-related aspects of the region. With 
the possible exception of the seventeenth-century philosopher Ahmad-i Khani 
(1650–1707), there is no evidence that any Kurd thought in terms of a whole 
Kurdish people until the end of the nineteenth century.49 Th ere is an almost 
complete consensus among scholars that the Kurdish people – indicated in 
several British documents produced in the fi rst half of the twentieth century as 
individuals lead by a ‘tribesman’,50 or as ‘a tribe who keep very much to them-
selves’51 – have represented an identifi able group for perhaps two millennia, but 
it is equally clear that it was little more than a century ago that they, like Arabs 
and Turks, acquired an ethnic sense of identity. Th is happened in place of the 
idea of Ottoman citizenship and membership of a religious community,52 and 
did not result in any clear-cut sense of ‘political loyalty’.53 

Why, then, unlike many other ethnic groups in the region, did the 
Kurds not identify themselves as the Kurdish people until relatively recently? 
Anthony Smith provides an indirect answer to this by focusing on the 
‘rudiments of a nation’,54 that is, a set of identifi ers so fundamental and so 
long in existence – so taken for granted – that virtually no one felt any need 
to investigate them further. Meron Benvenisti goes a step beyond this, and 
posits that ‘the whole game of identity defi nition refl ects the immigrant’s lack 
of connection. Natives don’t question their identity’.55

Among local people, diff erent senses of identities (connected to religious, 
local, transnational, land and family-related aspects) coexisted, without any 
contradiction between them. For instance, a Kurdish woman, Asemath Barzani 
(1590–1670), was the fi rst known female rabbi; her ‘Jewishness’ did not pre-
vent her from experiencing and living other identitary dimensions. It is not 
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uncommon to read claims that would seem to foster opposite understand-
ings of the local reality: ‘Th e Kurds’, contented for instance Oriental Secretary 
Vyvyan Holt (1896–1960), ‘are anti-Persian, friendly to the British and pro 
themselves’.56 Yet and contrary to these kinds of impression, Barzani’s various 
identities – like those of millions of other Kurds in modern and contemporary 
times – were both distinct and overlapping.57 As Barnett and Telhami point 
out, one of the ways in which the entire region diff ers from others ‘is that the 
national identity has had a transnational character’.58 

Th is transnational character and overlapping identities were not in con-
tradiction with a strong attachment to the land. At the same time, emphasis 
on the transnational character should not be overstretched and (mis)used to 
imply that most nations and/or states in the Middle East are ‘artifi cial’, or 
recent Western creations. Indeed, a number of local states and nations (in the 
sense of cultural communities, or, to borrow a term from the Indian context, 
Rashtra) are more ancient and ‘rooted’ than some in the West. Countries 
such as Oman (where a state was established in 751 ce with its fi rst Ibadi 
imam), Yemen (a state founded in 900 ce by a descendant of ‘Ali ibn Abi 
Talib) or Egypt (a state rooted in the ancient Naqada II culture of Upper 
Egypt), to name a few, remind us of a millenary and often-neglected ‘statual’ 
background,59 while Morocco, Tunisia and others have been nearly indepen-
dent political units since the nineteenth century. Simultaneously, Iraq and 
Syria,60 but also Palestine (see Chapter 7) and others, show a deep-rooted 
‘self-awareness’ that is lacking among certain European countries. All this is 
not meant to suggest that local peoples were actually in need of well-defi ned 
borders.61 When crossing new borders, merchants became, often in the space 
of a few days, smugglers; laborers were transformed into refugees; and goods 
became contraband. On top of this, local people strongly opposed any pos-
sible division of the land; ‘no political or economical frontiers’ pointed out 
for instance the Pan-Syrian Congress to Fayṣal in May 1919, ‘will ever exist 
between Syria and Mesopotamia’.62 

Yet in spite of these and other related considerations it is important to 
emphasise that, to stick to the ‘Mesopotamian context’, the modern and con-
temporary Iraqi identity has been ‘imagined’ and ‘constructed’ like any other 
identity in history and that it is that complex and shared identity – often 
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stronger than sectarian divisions – towards which a considerable majority of 
the local population still looks (70 per cent, according to a survey conducted 
in 2008 by the Iraq Centre for Research and Strategic Studies).63 Th is further 
confi rms that the main roots of the crises that are plaguing large areas of the 
Middle East should be found in the lack of inclusive social contracts, and not 
in the alleged ‘artifi ciality’ of the region’s states, or in largely ‘artifi cial’ prob-
lems connected to ‘state identities’ and state-centred narratives, on which 
Chapter 7 will focus. 

A Note on Geographical and Semantic Scope

In relation to what has been argued so far, a brief overview of the geographi-
cal and semantic scope of this book appears necessary. Bernard Lewis noted 
that ‘the term “Middle East” was invented in 1902 by the American naval 
historian Alfred Th ayer Mahan [. . .] Th is new geographical expression [. . .] 
soon passed into general use’.64 Th e same stance was adopted by a plethora of 
other scholars, including Fred Halliday, who contended that ‘the very term 
[Middle East] was invented in the early twentieth century (1902)’.65 Unlike 
geographical names used to refer to other regions or continents – such as the 
Americas, Africa or Europe – the ‘Middle East’ refers to an area of the world 
largely defi ned from the perspective of those living on the two sides of the 
Atlantic: the expression bears no real cultural or geographical connotations 
on the ground. However, the same allegation (the ‘accusation’ of ‘centrism’) 
is rarely applied to other geographical terms that are no less widespread. 
Maghreb (Arabic: ‘the West’; its trilateral root, gha-ra-ba, hints also at the 
concept of being ‘a stranger’) might, for instance, be linked to an ‘Oriental-
centric’ perspective and projection that has Egypt – and, more generally, the 
Eastern Mediterranean ‘Arab heart’ – as its centre of gravity. 

No natural or ideal regions exist, all are the result of deductions and inter-
pretations based on subjective judgment.66 In other words, the process of 
naming and ‘imagining’ regions is never neutral. Human beings have always 
tended to name areas through their own geographical and cultural perspec-
tive. Almost always, this common attitude has been accepted without resort-
ing to any allegation or artifi ciality-related argument. For instance, Anatolia 
(from Greek Ἀνατολή, or ‘Sunrise’), which makes up most of modern-day 
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Turkey, was named as such from a Greek perspective, while Nippon, or ‘Sun 
Origin’, is rooted in a Chinese perception: seen from the latter, the sun rises 
from Nippon/Japan. Asia, on the other hand, is speculated to come from 
the Akkadian ‘asu’ (‘to go out, to rise’), in reference to the sun: ‘Asia is a 
term indicating the east of the region that is considered one of the cradles of 
human civilization’.67

To return to the more specifi c area covered in this book, Eber-Nari 
(‘Beyond the River’, in the Akkadian language spoken in ancient Mesopota-
mia) was the term used by Assyrians and Persians to refer – from an ‘Assyrian-
centric’ and ‘Persian-centric’ perspective – to the land beyond the Euphrates, 
that is, modern Syria. For centuries – and still at present – that same area has 
been known by Muslims as Bilād al-Shām, the ‘land to the left’, meaning, 
turning the eyes towards where the sun rises, the land on the left-hand side of 
Mecca. Th e ‘land to the right’ (Bilād al-Yemen) of Mecca is still known today, 
both in and outside of the region, as Yemen.

A clear indication of the perspective of the ‘interested observer’ might be 
found in dozens of other terms used to refer to most or part of these and other 
areas, including ‘Outre-Mer’ (‘Beyond the [Mediterranean] sea’, or ‘Overseas’, 
from the perspective of the Crusader states), ‘Holy Land’ (the area between 
the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River, which boasts a rich millenary his-
tory, antecedent to the three monotheistic religions), ‘Levant’ (‘Mediterranean 
lands east of Italy’, a recognition of the strategic role played by the Republic 
of Venice and other maritime city-states), ‘Mashreq’ (in Arabic and Persian: 
‘Th e East’; as in the case of Bilād al-Shām, and contrary to the other terms 
mentioned above, Mashreq was born within the region).68 

Despite the fact that most of these expressions have promoted a simplifi ed 
and often misleading perception of the region (or part of it), none of them 
has suff ered a ‘stigma process’ comparable to what might be seen in relation 
to the Middle East.

It may rightly be suggested that over the last century the term Middle 
East has been hijacked, resulting in a more defi ned idea of what it means 
and acquiring some colonial connotations that, despite being perceived in 
positive terms by a few scholars,69 have prompted many observers to use less 
loaded alternatives (including Eastern Mediterranean, or WANA: West Asia 
and North Africa).70 Yet despite what has been often argued, this expression 
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has far older and deeper roots than almost all the geographical terms men-
tioned up to this point, a fact attested by both Islamic and European sources. 

In his Historiae Adversum Paganos (416 ce), the Roman historian Paulus 
Orosius (375–420), a native of today’s Portugal, made a reference to a Spanish 
delegation stationed in Babylon (present-day Iraq) using the expression ‘medio 
Oriente [middle East]’ (‘Hispanorum Gallorumque legatio in medio Oriente 
apud Babylonam’),71 translated fourteen centuries later by French historian 
Joseph Toussaint Reinaud as ‘le cœur de l’Orient’ (‘the heart of the East’). 

Similar expressions – often, as it is also the case in our times, not in relation 
to a clearly defi ned area – have been used by a number of other scholars and 
intellectuals over the centuries, including Goethe – who used the term ‘Mittler 
Orient’ in his West-östlicher Diwan (1819) and, thanks to his internation-
ally recognised infl uence, contributed to making it popular – in reference to 
Hafez’s land (1315–90), that is, to Persia and its neighbouring areas. Contrary 
to what it is often argued, these and other similar expressions were not ‘coined 
in the course of the 19th century’ but are instead the fl uid outcome of a deep-
rooted historical background.72

Deconstructing the common assumptions surrounding the expression 
‘Middle East’ – used, in this book, mainly to refer to areas encompassing 
present-day Egypt, Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Turkey, Iran, 
Iraq and Saudi Arabia – has the positive eff ect of elucidating the many ways 
in which this part of the world has been known and perceived throughout 
much of its history, enabling a better grasp of the relevance of the point of 
observation of the ‘beholder’. At the same time, it provides further evidence 
to tackle the widespread, yet simplistic, ‘artifi ciality thesis’ (see Chapter 7).
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2
The First Moment – 1830s:  The Germs of 

Competing Ethno-religious Visions

In the previous 500 years, the ‘multi-ethnic’ nature of Ottoman society 
had rarely been considered problematic: Scholars have demonstrated that 
confl ict along lines of communal diff erences constituted extraordinary 
moments in an otherwise well-oiled administration that capitalized on the 
heterogeneous composition of society. After the 1830s, however, it becomes 
increasingly clear that the world order was changing and what was once the 
empire’s strength became its potential weakness. Its diversity would be used 
as a wedge.1 

Isa Blumi

In his classic book A History of the Arab Peoples, Albert Hourani chose 
the fi rst major conquest of an Arab-speaking country, Algeria, by France 

(1830–47) as the key turning point of his analysis on the ‘age of European 
empires’.2 From then on, Hourani contended, Muslim states and societies 
could no longer live in a self-suffi  cient system of inherited culture: ‘Th eir 
need was now to generate the strength to survive in a world dominated by 
others’.3 Th e historical context that paved the way for this epochal outcome 
was nonetheless rooted in earlier imperial dynamics, of which Napoleon’s 
invasion of Egypt (1798) – the fi rst modern incursion by the West into the 
Middle East – was the most celebrated example.4 

Napoleon, like most of the major statesmen of his time, aimed to take 
advantage of the growing instability of the Ottoman Empire, whose initial 
regression can be traced back to a number of causes, including the aboli-
tion of the Timar,5 and the outcomes of cold and drought during the Little 
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Ice Age, when the rising population pressure and resource shortages created 
the conditions for the outbreak of the Celali Rebellion (1595–1610) – a 
turning point in Ottoman fortunes, particularly in terms of agriculture and 
economy.6 

Since then, the Ottoman Empire gradually transformed itself into a 
form of land of conquest for the increasingly aggressive European powers: 
‘Th is is an odd Country’, British diplomat John Bidwell stated from Istan-
bul in 1809, ‘where every foreign minister enjoys, from the Porte, absolute 
power over the Subjects of this Sovereign [. . .] His house is a sanctuary, the 
violation of which by the Turks would instantly produce a war between the 
two Countries.’7

Napoleon’s intervention had a long-lasting impact on the region. Yet it 
was not that incursion but rivalry with Russia, exacerbated in the last decade 
of the eighteenth century, that prompted the fi nal arbiter of the region’s 
fate prior to the Second World War – Britain – to intervene more directly 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. Th e presence of a powerful Ottoman state 
was considered by Tsarist Russia as an obstacle for accessing Black Sea and 
Mediterranean ports. Britain, on the other hand, perceived Tsarist policies 
in the Balkans and Asia as a threat to its trade routes to the Far East and 
made it a priority to preserve the territorial integrity of the ‘sick man of 
Europe’. France also supported the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire and 
aimed to establish an independent Arab state in the area, under its direct 
infl uence, that could hinder British trade routes to India. Indeed, India was 
the cornerstone of Britain’s imperial strategies towards the region and, due 
to geopolitics, history and its unique status within the Empire, had a deci-
sive infl uence on a chain of overseas agencies that stretched from southern 
Persia to eastern Africa. 

Building on this historical background characterised by competing 
imperial perceptions and dynamics, this chapter sheds light on a num-
ber of political and identity-related developments that, from the 1830s, 
started to permeate large parts of the Middle East, mapping out the early 
transition from porous identities to competing ethno-religious visions. 
Th e sections that follow analyse the cultural, ideological, political and 
commercial implications of the ‘opening process’ of the region, a historical 
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phase ignited by the 1831 invasion of Greater Syria by the army of 
Muḥammad ‘Alī (1769–1849). Th e chapter ends by assessing the signifi -
cance of the process of rearrangement of multidimensional and multifac-
eted local communities into what might be seen as the archetype of the 
nineteenth-century nation-state.

From Porous Identities to Competing Ethno-religious Visions

A number of historical phases – including those related to Fakhr-al-Dīn 
(1572–1635), Genghis Khan (whose soldiers swept through the region in 
the thirteenth century), the Safavid Empire, as well as a few other dynas-
ties – left signifi cant traces on the demographic and confessional equilibrium 
of the region. It was, however, the third decade of the nineteenth century 
that came to represent a sort of watershed, with enormous consequences for 
much of the area. In the years following the invasion (1831) of Syria and 
Palestine by Ibrahīm Pasha (1789–1848), the region, hitherto largely imper-
meable to these and other related processes, experienced growing religious 
and ‘sectarian’ cleavages, as well as an increasing militarisation and the ris-
ing of new dynamics of competition between the great powers;8 until the 
1830s, as Roger Owen remarks, the Syrian coast had ‘no direct trade with 
Britain’.9 In other words, as European states strived to expand their infl uence, 
they worked to sharpen local identities and peculiarities in order to bring 
down competing powers. It was then, in the same decade in which Ottoman 
Turkey started to have permanent diplomatic postings in European capitals, 
that Greater Syria witnessed the rising of protonationalisms rooted in con-
fl icting confessional visions:

Ibrahim Pasha’s establishment of municipal councils, a Western institution, car-
ried unintended consequences for the political climate of Greater Syria [. . .] 
Th eir establishment enabled the development of a political body whose mem-
bership was allocated along sectarian lines [. . .] Th ese councils altered the polit-
ical landscape, forcing marginalized muqata’jis to decide between losing their 
privileged lifestyle by opposing Egyptian rule or siding with their fellow elites 
against ‘commoners.’ Th is sectarian institution demonstrated an open challenge 
to the traditional political discourse within Greater Syria, as they operated out-
side of the traditional vertical non-sectarian subject–ruler paradigm embodied 
in the muqata’ji system.10
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It is signifi cant that it was during those same years, coinciding with a period 
of unprecedented Western penetration and of ‘early’ confessionalisation of a 
few local cities,11 that the concept of dawla – linked in the Quran and in later 
sources with the meaning of circulation of power and fortune – appeared for 
the fi rst time in its modern connotation of the ‘state’.12 Meanwhile, the term 
jinsīya – translated in an English dictionary of the early nineteenth century as 
‘the correspondence of a kind, species, or genus’ – started to be employed,13 
by a (still limited) number of people in the region, in connection with the 
idea of ‘nation’.14 In Wael Abu-‘Uksa’s words:

In correspondence between Ibrahim Pasha and Syrian notables regarding the 
confi rmation of Jasper Chasseaud’s appointment as the American consul in 
Syria in 1833, Ibrahim expresses his wishes for Chasseaud’s success in con-
ducting the matters of his compatriots, ‘abnā’ jinsihi’ (literally, those who 
belong to his kind) [. . .] During the 1830s nationalism became a prominent 
factor in conceptualizing history in Arabic.15

Th e developments that, from the 1830s onwards, started to occur across large 
parts of the Middle East were ignited by a mixture of factors, a number of them 
linked to the infl uence exerted by Western powers and their confl ictual geopo-
litical and commercial interests. Even more consequential, however, were the 
fi rst eff ects, partially visible already from the early 1820s, of the rising of nation-
alism from ‘West-to-East’ in the Ottoman Empire.16 Th is followed a geographic 
and temporal course that involved Greeks, then Serbs, Romanians, Bulgarians, 
Armenians, Albanians (an exception in the West-to-East course), Kurds and, last 
but not least, Arabs, whose centres of nationalism were Damascus, Baghdād and 
Cairo – capitals of colonised countries – and not, for instance, Riyadh or Mecca, 
cities of independent states.17

Muḥammad ‘Alī’s ‘khurūj’

From a more intra-regional perspective, the major developments witnessed 
in the 1830s were largely connected to the self-declared khedivé of Egypt 
and Sudan, Muḥammad ‘Alī,18 whose policies ushered in a new era per-
ceived by many as ‘a sign of the weakening of the Ottoman Empire’.19 He 
came to power in 1805, exploiting the power vacuum that followed the 
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expulsion of the Napoleonic troops from Egypt (1801).20 Like Napoleon, 
Muḥammad ‘Alī was committed to separating Egypt from the rest of the 
Ottoman Empire. A modern organisation of the state, an effi  cient central-
ised administration, an effi  cient army and industry: these were the main 
tools through which the ‘enlightened despot’ strived to implement his poli-
cies.21 In order to speed up his plans, he took advantage of several scientists 
and experts, primarily French and Italian, as well as of a number of young 
offi  cials who were sent on training missions to Europe (among them Niqula 
El Massabki, a Maronite, originally from Damascus, who studied the art of 
printing in Milan and succeeded, in 1820, in establishing the fi rst offi  cial 
press in Egypt: Al-Amīriya).22

In 1831, after securing his grip on power and succeeding in thwarting the 
threat posed by the Mamluks,23 the Egyptian khedivé decided to exploit the 
growing weakness of the Ottoman authorities by starting what documents of 
the time defi ned as a ‘rebellion’ (khurūj) against the sultan.24 Th e rebellion 
was ignited by the invasion of Syria and Palestine: two strategic buff er zones, 
coveted by Muḥammad ‘Alī for a long time, useful, among other things, 
to guarantee the access to the raw materials needed for Egypt’s economic 
growth.25 It should be noted that the permission to establish a governorate in 
that strategic area, as well as to have a free hand in Egypt itself, had already 
been formally granted by Sultan Mahmūd II to Muḥammad ‘Alī in 1822. 
In exchange, the latter agreed, the same year, to send his troops to quell 
several attempted revolts by Greeks who wished to gain independence from 
Ottoman control.

Muḥammad ‘Alī’s army – led by his eldest son Ibrahīm Pasha, with the sup-
port of French-born Egyptian commander Sulaymān Pasha (1788–1860)26 
and the assistance of a number of local Greek Catholics27 – invaded Syria and 
Palestine on behalf of Maḥmūd II, although, paradoxically, this was contrary 
to the wishes and interests of the sultan himself.28 Ottoman forces proved, 
nonetheless, to be too archaic to be able to organise a serious opposition. 
Th e region was conquered almost at a stroke. An organised opposition was 
encountered only in ‘Akkā (Acre), but its seemingly impregnable fortress, 
which Napoleon failed to capture three decades earlier, was overcome 
within six months of the siege commencing, on 27 May 1832.29 
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Th e troops lead by Ibrahīm Pasha took possession of Damascus in the 
weeks that followed, reaching Adana (southern Turkey) in August. Egyp-
tian forces crossed the Taurus Mountains and, on 22 December, defeated at 
Koniah (Central Anatolia) an army of 60,000 soldiers sent by the Ottoman 
sultan to repel the attack.30 

Th e progression of Ibrahīm Pasha’s troops ended 150km from Istanbul. 
Muḥammad ‘Alī, in fact, did not intend to bring about the full collapse of 
the Ottoman central authority and accepted to withdraw in exchange for the 
full control of Adana and the Syrian regions. Th is decision was largely taken 
also due to the pressure exerted by Great Britain, France and Russia: these 
powers were interested in maintaining the political status quo, fearing that 
the Ottoman government might have fallen under the direct control of a 
less infl uenceable local player.31 Although these fears were destined to persist, 
Muḥammad ‘Alī managed (partially) to obviate them by adopting, over the 
years, a dual course. On the one hand, as a warning, he made a deliberate use 
of violence against local populations (Muslims, Christians and others).32 On 
the other hand, he implemented openly liberal and fl exible policies towards 
foreigners residing in the region, personally engaging in the appointment 
of foreign consuls in a number of urban centres in Syria and Palestine.33 
‘Mohammed Ali’, noted Lord Anthony Ashley-Cooper (1801–85) in 1839, 
‘and his ferocious son-in-law Ibrahim Pasha, though terrible to their own, are 
mild as sucking doves towards independent Europeans; their savage violence 
has opened Egypt and Syria to the traveller from distant lands, and rendered 
his journey easy and secure’.34

‘Opening’ the Region

From the partial withdrawal of Muḥammad ‘Alī’s army, until 1840, for a total 
of eight years, Greater Syria remained under full Egyptian control, with a 
central administration located in Damascus.35 Never more than in this brief 
historical phase, the region was opened to Western powers’ infl uence and mis-
sionaries’ activities,36 as well as to major explorations (also laying the ground-
work for the fi eld of inquiry commonly known as ‘Biblical archaeology’).37 
Th ese epochal occurrences foreshadowed and, to a certain extent, prepared the 
ground for a new, largely Western-inspired, reformist era (see Chapter 3) that, 
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between various failures and a few successes, involved progressively the whole 
area, present-day Syria included. ‘I now call your attention’, wrote New Yorker 
columnist Sarah R. Haight (1808–81) while touring the region in that very 
period, ‘to the important and benefi cial changes which might result from the 
subjugation of these regions to the rule of Western nations’.38 

Within a few years, a number of reforms were implemented, ranging from 
the centralisation of the taxation system to the development of the roads net-
work and the reorganisation of the agricultural sector. On top of this, thanks 
mainly to the eff orts of a wide number of Protestant missionaries, Jerusalem, 
Beirut, Cairo, Istanbul and several other urban centres in the region (includ-
ing Iranian cities such as Tabriz and Urmia) registered the opening of new 
hospitals and schools –long considered as propaganda tools by the Ottoman 
authorities39 – as well as the development of tourism, banks, commerce and 
initiatives linked to exploration and cartography.40 Th ese and other related 
phenomena were hastened also by the evolution of an articulated system of 
communication: telegraph wires, mail services, undersea cables, expanding 
rail infrastructures and, from 1835, fast passenger steamers that connected 
Britain (and then France and the Austrian Empire)41 with what an 1837 
House of Commons report defi ned as ‘the uncivilized nations of the earth’.42 
Th e latter, on a number of occasions, expressed their strong opposition to the 
ways in which these new systems of communication tended to depict local 
people and dynamics. An editorial published on ‘Souriya’ (Syria) in 1875 – 
when ‘signs of disaff ection’ were ‘being reported at the Porte [in] every corner’ 
of cities such as Aleppo,43 Damascus and Beirut44 – contended, for instance, 
that it was well known:

that the various Christian confessions [. . .] have continued to this day to 
enjoy perfect security and peace under the protection of the Sultan without 
regard to their distinctive creeds and ceremonies, except the Protestants, 
who have a peculiar desire to spread infl ammatory news here as it is their 
habit everywhere [. . .] it is the character of the Protestants from whatever 
nation [. . .] they lie to deceive simple and ignorant people by diff using 
such false reports in order to bring them under their own community. Th is 
is also the case with the London newspapers [they] fi ll their pages with 
lies and inventions [in order to] inform their readers that Protestantism is 
spreading and prospering in all parts of the world.45
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Notwithstanding the cultural but also ideological relevance of these kinds of 
local perception, it is important to stress that the new developments, in some 
cases, simply helped to accelerate processes that were already going on and, 
for the same reason, did not trigger major upheavals in the life rhythms of 
local people. It should also be added that, in a number of cases, the ‘encoun-
ter’ with the West actually served to strengthen traditional customs and prac-
tices and did not aff ect all areas equally: rural districts, in particular, initially 
remained almost completely immune to the epochal processes mentioned 
above.46 Finally, it is necessary to consider that, at least in the fi rst phase, the 
local productive fabric succeeded in maintaining its competitiveness and con-
tinued to generate considerable internal trade, that is, commercial exchanges 
with other parts of the Empire, more than with foreign trading partners. 

Despite all these considerations, the broader scenarios that resulted, infl u-
enced by factors that went well beyond economic aspects – the Eastern Medi-
terranean was experiencing a sort of invasion of goods (mainly textiles) from 
Europe from the 1820s – contributed to an accumulation of pressure on a 
variety of equilibria that had been consolidated over time.47 In the medium 
and long term, those who would be caught up in the net of a global economic 
system dominated by Europe were, in fact, not only the local elites and mer-
chants – immediately ready to adjust their lifestyles to external infl uences – 
but also many other segments of the local population. In several districts of 
Syria and Palestine, for instance, the gap that divided the low-income classes 
from the most prosperous ones widened in the course of one generation. 
Moreover, these occurences did not succeed to alter the tendentially conser-
vative nature of the local social and cultural milieu, despite, however, having 
signifi cant repercussions for its subsequent development.

Among these repercussions was also the contribution of economic condi-
tions to demographic growth: Istanbul, for instance, increased its population 
from about 375,000 inhabitants in the 1830s to over than a million at the 
outbreak of the First World War; while Beirutis, whose number was around 
6,000 in the early 1830s (300,000 in 1910), started in that same decade 
to establish a number of neighbourhoods outside the Old City, including 
Ashrafīye, Ra’s Beirut and Zokak el-Blat (which was home also to a Jewish 
community until the mid-twentieth century). Nonetheless, major diff erences 
occurred between the economic growth of Muslims and non-Muslim groups 
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within the empire. Th is had much to do with a number of interconnected 
factors that favoured Ra’āyās (non-Muslims) at the expense of Muslims.48 
As noted by Karpat:

Th e non-Muslim population actually grew at a fairly fast rate after the 1830s – 
probably 2 per cent annually; the Muslim population declined or remained 
the same in number. Th ere are indications, however, that fertility rates among 
the Muslims began to increase after 1850. Th e causes of the disproportionate 
fertility rates among the two groups are to be found in the special economic 
and social conditions which favored non-Muslims and penalized the Muslims, 
especially Turks. Male Turks spent their peak reproductive years in military ser-
vice and were unable to marry and settle down to take advantage of economic 
opportunities. Th en, when in the nineteenth century the Ottoman state was 
exposed to the infl uence of the European capitalist economy and to intensi-
fi ed internal and international trade, several non-Muslim groups became the 
early recipients of the economic benefi ts. Although numerically a minority, 
the non-Muslims, who had no military obligations, throve under the changed 
economic, cultural, and social conditions, and this had a positive eff ect on the 
size of their populations.49

Th e Process of Re-Ottomanisation

‘Th e intended realization by [Muḥammad] Alì’, noted the British Consul-
General for Egypt Patrick Campbell (1779–1857) in 1838, ‘of his long-
meditated plan to declare his independence, has at length been unequivocally 
communicated by him, both to M. Cochelet, the Consul-General of France, 
and myself ’.50 Muḥammad ‘Alī’s long-term ambitions were thus made clear: 
he intended to obtain the full control of Egypt (including succession rights) 
and Syria (without succession rights).

Th e governments of Great Britain, Russia, Austria and Russia looked with 
great apprehension at the extraordinary results – including the capitulation of 
the Turkish fl eet – achieved by the Egyptian army in Nezīb on 24 June 1839. 
To tackle the situation, the four European powers, with the presence of a few 
Ottoman emissaries, met in London on 15 July 1840, for what later became 
known as the London Straits Convention. It was then agreed that Muḥammad 
‘Alī would be off ered permanent control (not, however, sovereignty, which 
would still be subject to the sultan) over Egypt and the sanjak of ‘Akkā, while 
asking for his withdrawal from the coastal regions of Mount Lebanon and the 
inland areas of Syria. Yet Muḥammad ‘Alī’s prevarications – he was convinced 
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of being able to count on France’s backing – prompted the European powers 
to shift from diplomacy to military action, in order to guarantee the stabil-
ity of an Ottoman Empire that was weak but instrumental to their strategic 
interests. 

In September 1840, the British Navy, led by Admiral Robert Stopford 
(1768–1847), and fl anked by the Austrian fl eet, docked near Beirut and 
started to shell Sidon and ‘Akkā. Ibrahīm Pasha’s forces did not put up much 
resistance. Th e entire area was brought back under the authority of the 
Ottoman sultan; Muḥammad ‘Alī was forced to reduce his claims, accepting 
the title of suzerain of Egypt and Sudan. 

Once its authority was restored over Syria and Palestine, the Ottoman 
Empire, weakened but still intact, faced two main external challenges: a fur-
ther proliferation of the activities of Christian missionaries in the region; and 
the increasing intrusion of Western governments, on which the Tanẓīmāt (see 
Chapter 3) tried to put a limit. Th e price imposed by the great powers for the 
re-establishment of the sultan’s sovereignty in the Syrian context appeared, in 
fact, clear: Istanbul was bound to recognise European infl uence on the East-
ern Mediterranean. It is within this frame that we should consider the many 
consular offi  ces that were opened in the 1840s in a number of cities in Syria 
and Palestine – where the fi rst hoisting of a national fl ag (French) occurred 
in 1843, in Jerusalem. Th e faculty granted to Western consuls to try and, in 
some cases, to arrest subjects residing in the Ottoman Empire but holding 
citizenship of their respective countries was further proof of the encroaching 
infl uence of external actors.

1830s: Echoing Ideas, Shaping Commerce 

Writing in 1837, Anglo-Irish author Robert Montgomery Martin (1801–68) 
noted being ‘aware that the period in which we live is one of the most 
momentous epochs which mark the progress of our species in the ascend-
ing scale of knowledge, virtue and happiness’, adding that Britain would 
be the nucleus around which all world nations would ‘form themselves 
in concentric circles’.51 Just a year later, the British Parliament established 
the Public Record Offi  ce (‘to keep safely the public records’ and shed light 
on the legacy of Britain’s past), while the year after that (1839), Britain 
succeeded in establishing a permanent settlement in Aden – a major Yemenite 
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hub of transportation for the entire region – and in opening the fi rst con-
sulate of a Western country in Jerusalem; from then on, for over a century, 
London was the pre-eminent strategic actor in the region.52 

Th e history of European, and particularly British, imperialism(s) did 
not, of course, start in the nineteenth century but grew organically out of 
a long narrative of imperial expansion – that also includes the Crusades – 
characterised by interconnected histories, rather than sudden ruptures. 
Yet the 1830s marked what might be viewed as the starting point of the 
global phase of imperialism, that is, the moment in which the latter, in John 
Darwin’s words, ‘ceased to be an aff air of colonial patronage and mercantile 
lobbies and turned instead into a global programme, the “imperialism of free 
trade”’.53 In this decade, and for the fi rst time, average numbers of migrants 
from Britain, mainly from the south of England (Kent, Hampshire, Somerset 
and Surrey), regularly exceeded 100,000 people, including a large number of 
merchants and missionaries. Th e average emigration of those years reached, 
in some contexts, nearly four times that of the previous decade.54 Addition-
ally, in 1830, the East India Company opened the Red Sea route. Before 
then, passengers, goods or letters heading for Asia had no alternative but 
to circumnavigate Africa (from 1835, mail for India was sent through the 
Middle East rather than around the Cape of Good Hope). All these aspects 
further contributed to hasten the spread of a number of ideas and concepts 
in the Middle East (and elsewhere). 

Th e ‘global programme’ to which Darwin referred was directly linked to 
the increasing strengthening of ‘informal imperialism’, that is, the indirect 
control of large parts of the region, usually though trade treaties and loans, by 
external powers: a system, far less expensive than formal imperialism, that trig-
gered the conditions for the creation of a number of colonial or semi-colonial 
states and the access to bigger markets and more resources – including fuel, 
cotton and rubber.

In this sense, the 1838 Treaty of Balta Liman, a formal trade agreement 
between the British and Ottoman authorities, played a particularly impor-
tant role. While Britain continued to apply strict protectionist policies to 
its agricultural markets, the Porte granted equal taxation to local and exter-
nal merchants, expanding the old British capitulatory privileges and placing 
London in a pre-eminent position in the Empire’s foreign trade (a number 
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of similar free trade treaties were signed between the other major Western 
powers and the Ottoman authorities between 1838 and 1841).

Th e expansion of the Ottoman market for British manufactured goods 
became an increasing necessity in the years following the dissolution of the 
Levant Company (1825) – the English chartered company that had been 
established in 1592 – when the strategic importance of the region and the 
increasing presence of British merchants pushed the British authorities to take 
routes and local resources under more direct and stricter control. Th is was a 
decision with far-reaching impacts that further contributed to raise British 
trade revenues (imports and exports combined) from around £4 million in 
1830 to nearly £15 million by 1860.55 Yet the mindset through which British 
consuls approached the region from the 1830s onwards went beyond merely 
commercial calculations: 

Th e change in the character of British consuls in Syria during the 1830s 
is noticeable. Th e old Levant Company agents had been almost wholly 
concerned with trade but the new breed of consuls sought to justify their 
position by political activity. All European consuls endeavoured to inter-
fere in the government of the region in the hope of advancing the interests 
of their own governments, or in some cases of furthering their personal 
ambitions or enthusiasms.56

‘Archetypal’ Entities 

Th e Treaty of Balta Liman was negotiated and signed at a time when the 
Ottoman authorities were facing huge challenges, including suff ering a series 
of territorial losses in Europe. In 1830, following the intervention of France, 
Britain and Russia, the Ottoman authorities granted Greece full indepen-
dence, bringing to an end four centuries of imperial rule and almost nine 
years of war against the Ottoman forces. Th is represented a major result for 
hundreds of thousands of ordinary Greeks and particularly for Orthodox 
Christian Ottoman subjects, to which the new Hellenic Kingdom, thanks 
mainly to the support it enjoyed from the Great Powers, began to extend 
the scope of its nationality (the practice of extra-territoriality): ‘Among the 
competing foreign nationalities’, noted Ayşe Özil, ‘the particularity of Greece 
was that its ties of nationality were mainly based on Orthodox Christianity’.57 
Besides epitomising a new and, in many respects, promising era, these out-
comes also represented the fi rst of a long series of successful attempts through 
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which Western powers worked to rearrange the multidimensional and mul-
tifaceted Greek-Ottoman community as a European kingdom, establishing 
a sort of archetype of the nineteenth-century nation-state. Th is was a power-
ful linking element in the context of the passage from empire to the era of 
‘sealed identities’. It should be noted that variations of this same ‘archetypal 
model’ were fostered in the years to follow in several other Ottoman con-
texts, most notably in the Lebanon, where European powers, downplaying 
the geographic overlapping of the diff erent local communities, urged the 
partition of Mount Lebanon into micro ‘religious entities’. Th e proposal, 
known as ‘double qaimaqamate’ and adopted by the sultan on December 
1842, brought about the establishment of a Christian district in the north 
and an area under Druze control in the south, further contributing to the 
homogenisation and violent polarisation witnessed in the area thereafter.58 
Th ese kinds of policy were implemented in a context in which a number of 
Western observers – like the French consul in Beirut, Henri Guys, author of 
a novel in the 1830s dealing with Beirut’s inclusive religious diversity – tried 
to distinguish between Muslim and Christian habits, often ending up fail-
ing to spot meaningful diff erences, lumping them together as simply ‘Syrian’ 
or ‘Eastern’.59 
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The Second Moment – The Tanz. ı–ma– t’s 

Long Waves: Politicising 
Ethno-religious Differences

Hatt-ı Hümayun provided that the equality of taxes entails equality of 
burdens, as equality of duties entails that of rights.1

Edward Stanley

Th e Historical Background

The Crimean War (1853–6) played an infl uential role in shaping the geo-
political order of large parts of the Middle East up to the First World 

War. It forced the Ottomans to become indebted to the European powers, 
pushed the region into the world economy,2 and served as a watershed in the 
history of several Mediterranean countries. It can be associated with the fi rst 
protodemocratic reforms to be introduced in some countries with Muslim 
majorities (in 1861, the bey of Tunis introduced – for the fi rst time in the 
Islamic world – a written constitution; fi ve years later, the fi rst elections were 
held in Egypt; in 1876, the fi rst Ottoman constitution was enacted).3

Furthermore, it was the fi rst war in which Ottoman and European soldiers 
fought side by side against a common enemy; it was the fi rst time, in fact, 
that a Protestant power (Britain) sided with a Muslim empire (Ottoman) in 
fi ghting a Christian empire (Russia). Moreover, it represented the fi rst major 
armed clash in which news from the fronts was communicated by telegraph 
and printed in newspapers almost in real time: a novelty that, thanks also to 
the fi rst photographs taken on battlefi elds, gave an unprecedented weight 
in the public consciousness to the victories of the Western powers against 
the ‘despotic’ Russian Empire. In the more limited context of Palestine, the 
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Crimean War constituted a no less important turning point. It was from that 
moment on that the idea of a ‘Jewish client state’ in Palestine increasingly 
became established;4 a client state that was ‘vital to British colonial interests, 
particularly to India’.5

Th e year that marked the beginning of the Crimean War was also particu-
larly signifi cant for the Persian Gulf: the local Arab sheikhdoms signed the 
Perpetual Maritime Truce, recognising Britain as the dominant power in the 
Gulf (oil in the Persian Gulf was discovered in 1908 and acquired a central 
role for Western powers in the 1930s, when major fi nds were made). Th e 
year that the confl ict ended, however, coincided with the second reformist 
phase, inaugurated by the Hatt-ı Hümayun (‘Imperial decree’) in 1856, when 
the Ottoman authorities, under direct infl uence of the two powers that had 
fought alongside the Porte during the Crimean War (Britain and France), 
coined and introduced the concept of vatandaş (‘patriotism’, or ‘compatrio-
tism’), that is, a common bond between all Ottoman subjects: a decisive step 
towards the secular, Western, concept of nationality.6 

Just a few months after the conclusion of the Crimean War, a second major 
shift unfolded. Th e outbreak of the Indian Rebellion against the rule of the 
British East India Company pushed London to reorganise its naval commu-
nications to India. Th e opening of the Suez Canal by France on 17 November 
1869 signifi cantly increased the international importance of the land border-
ing the naval corridor between India and Europe. Prime Minister Benjamin 
Disraeli – who secured a large percentage of the shares in the Suez Canal in 
1876 – signed a crucial agreement with Istanbul in which, in exchange for 
control over Cyprus, London pledged to guarantee protection to the ‘territo-
ries in Asia of His Imperial Majesty the Sultan’.7 

Th e agreement, signed on 4 June 1878, and followed four years later 
by London’s occupation of Egypt and Sudan – the two areas that, together 
with Palestine, represented the strategic banks of the Suez Canal – marked 
the historical phase in which London realised that the region, and particu-
larly its ‘most important [Mediterranean-Indian] corridor’,8 would be worth 
fi ghting a war for if necessary. More specifi cally, the entry of Cyprus into 
London’s sphere of infl uence marked the moment at which Disraeli felt that, 
sooner or later, ‘the step would bring Palestine and Syria within the orbit of 
British control’.9
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Th e purchasing of the Suez Canal – 80 per cent of the traffi  c in the Canal 
was made up of British boats – ushered in ‘a quarter-century of imperial 
expansion unequal since the conquest of Alexander the Great’.10 During this 
period (known as ‘New Imperialism’), throughout the late nineteeth and early 
twentieth centuries, Afghanistan, Burma, the Transvaal, Egypt and a number 
of other strategic regions fell under British infl uence, and Germany, which 
rightly claimed ‘that it has never annexed a single square mile of Muham-
madan territory’, replaced Russia as London’s main imperial rival.11 

Th e German Reich, shaped during the long years of Otto von Bismarck’s 
ascendancy, existed from the unifi cation of Germany (1871) until the abdi-
cation of Kaiser Wilhelm II (1918). It appeared to Sultan Abdul-Hamid II 
(1842–1918)12 as a potentially less dangerous ally than Britain, whose ambi-
tions, even more so after the Cyprus Convention and the occupation of 
Egypt, alarmed the Ottoman authorities. Berlin, on the other hand, had no 
historical presence in the region and the prestige of the Second Reich was 
clearly on the rise, as the Berlin Congress of 1878 confi rmed. Th ese and other 
factors led the Porte to back what would turn out to be the wrong horse: the 
Ottoman and German Empires collapsed, one after the other, against the 
backdrop of the disastrous eff ects of the First World War.

Building on this historical background, the present chapter analyses the 
politicisation of ethno-religious diff erences during the Ottoman ‘reformist 
process’ in the post-Crimean War phase. Th e next section sheds light on the 
long-lasting economic, political and identity-related repercussions of this era. 
Th e sections that follow focus on the introduction of a number of identity-
related concepts in the region, as well as on the role played in this process 
by both internal and external factors and actors. Th e chapter concludes by 
investigating the reasons why these ideas and concepts were accepted and 
‘absorbed’ at that specifi c historical juncture, and why they resulted in the 
sharpening of religious identities and ethnic-linguistic awareness.

Whose Reforms? 

Th e ‘Tanẓīmāt era’ refers to a period of reorganisation within the Ottoman 
Empire. Its inception followed the Russo-Turkish War of 1768–74, when even 
the more conservative Ottoman administrators felt an increasing stimulus to 
foster Western-style reform in the army. It ultimately came about through a 
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series of reforms implemented from 1839 until 1876, when Abdul-Hamid II, 
sultan from 1876 to 1909, blocked the reformist process, taking advantage of 
the rivalry between the European powers, and introduced authoritarian con-
trols that delayed Turkey’s development by several decades.

A number of forerunners to this ‘reformist era’, however, might already 
be detected in the late 1820s, when Sultan Mahmūd II succeeded in disman-
tling the Janissaries (1826), the conservative elite infantry units which, until 
then, had always represented a major obstacle to any reformist initiative. In 
1829, with the aim of erasing any visible physical marker of diff erentiation 
among Ottoman subjects and fostering religious and social homogeneity/
uniformity among them, the sultan proclaimed the ‘clothing reform’. From 
then on, clarifi ed the sultan, ‘Je ne veux reconnaître désormais les musul-
mans qu’à la mosquée, les chrétiens qu’à l’église et les juifs qu’à la synagogue 
[I do not wish to recognise Muslims outside the mosque, Christians outside 
the church and Jews outside the synagogue]’.13 Particularly impactful in a 
society in which clothing – including the use of diff erent colours of headgear 
and types of hats – had been for centuries an important means of expressing 
identity was the requirement imposed on all members of the bureaucracy to 
wear the fez, and banning, at the same time, the use of turbans. Th ese prac-
tices, which coincided with the Ottoman Empire increasingly losing its grip 
on a number of non-Muslim communities, have been framed by some his-
torians as the beginning of ‘Ottoman modernity’.14 Th ey did not succeed at 
fully eroding distinctions based upon religion or social criteria but prepared 
the ground for the reformist Zeitgeist that followed:

Th e ‘clothing reform’ undermined the sartorial order based on diff erence that 
had existed for centuries. In the past [. . .] clothing laws in the Ottoman 
Empire, western Europe, and China all had sought to maintain class, status, 
ethnic, religious, or occupational distinctions among both men and women. 
In a sweeping enactment, the 1829 law sought to eliminate the visual diff er-
ences among males by requiring the adoption of identical headgear.15

With these kinds of policy, Ottoman strategists sought solutions for the grow-
ing internal confl icts, while expressing, at the same time, their concern at 
the progressive penetration by European powers: ‘Th e European eff ect upon 
Jerusalem as a centre during the past year’, noted British Consul James Finn 
(1806–72) in 1856, ‘has been very great’.16 Th e fi rst period of the Tanẓīmāt, 
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which opened with the Hatt-ı Şerif of Gülhane of 1839, was focused on secu-
rity issues, on the tributary system, as well as on stopping the growing pro-
cesses of administrative peripheralisation through a system of centralisation 
and systematisation of all bureaucratic and organisational aff airs. Jerusalem, 
in particular, enjoyed relative economic prosperity in this phase, accompa-
nied by signifi cant demographic growth.17 Th e process of transformation that 
took hold in those years was nonetheless weak and had little impact on the 
Muslim population at this stage. Th e reforms, in fact, targeted and aff ected 
the institutional structure, providing little or no benefi cial eff ects to the com-
mon people. Th is explains why they were only temporary and doomed to 
disappear once Muḥammad ‘Alī was forced to withdraw from Palestine in 
1840. A striking example of the failures in this historical phase concerns the 
attempt to eliminate the iltizām – a taxed farming system by which the feu-
dal lord collected the ‘Ųşr (a tenth), a tithe paid in kind, and certain other 
taxes – considered to plague the Empire. Th ough the Porte had promised its 
abolition in 1839 and again in 1856, it continued to be practised, due to the 
absence of a specialised tributary system.

If the Hatt-ı Şerif of 1839 was partly related to Islamic tradition (this was 
also mirrored in the wording and vocabulary adopted), and partly inspired by 
the European powers, the second reformist phase, inaugurated by the Hatt-ı 
Hümayun in 1856, was by many accounts carried out according to an Anglo-
French imposition – that is, a policy prompted by those two powers that had 
fought alongside the Porte during the Crimean War. Notwithstanding its posi-
tive eff ects connected to the development of communications, the improve-
ment of security and increasing the rights of minorities (the reforms aimed also 
at integrating non-Muslims and non-Turks into Ottoman society, guaranteeing 
them civil liberties and equal rights), the historical phase that started in 1856 
modifi ed and, in some cases, shattered several well-established equilibria.18 
Th ough the Empire’s initial regression can be traced back to earlier times, it 
is reasonable to claim that the new policies undermined a functioning system 
without providing sustainable alternatives. As the Turkish economist Omer 
Clal Sarç wrote in regard to the industrial sector:

Th e Tanzimat had shaken our oil industry by changing some of the needs 
of the population and thus had been instrumental in its decline [. . .] Th e 
Tanzimat, although instrumental in the decline of old industry, could not 
create a modern industry to take its place.19 
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Th e second reformist period, as with the previous ‘reformist eras’, proved, 
to a large extent, to be a failure.20 Besides giving limited results, it created 
the conditions for the reinforcement of local powers and contributed to 
undermining the status quo between the various religious denominations. 
In addition, it coincided with a growing intrusion of European powers into 
Ottoman aff airs, as well as with the dissolution of the feudal order, largely 
based on social status, that for centuries had characterised the power dynam-
ics between several prominent Maronite, Druze, Sunni and Shi’i families 
(who were often in charge of, among other tasks, collecting taxes from peas-
ants in Mount Lebanon and elsewhere).21 

Th e reforms’ failure to deliver was, to a large extent, connected to a 
generational issue. Only at the turn of the twentieth century, through the 
post-reformist generation formed in public schools created in the Tanẓīmāt 
period – a generation that had no direct ties with the previous ruling class – 
was it possible to enter into a concrete reformist phase and to witness the 
rise of political movements such as the Committee for Union and Progress 
(CUP; the so-called Young Turks).

Notwithstanding its failures, the Tanẓīmāt era did spark epochal changes 
that were destined to shake the foundations of the Ottoman Empire. Th e 
preamble of 1856’s Hatt-ı Hümayun – that, as already mentioned, introduced 
the concept of patriotism or compatriotism – is a case in point. It was, how-
ever, precisely the failure of the reform process, in its exacerbation of the sense 
of alienation of minorities in the Empire, that drove such people to put an 
increasingly strong emphasis on the diff erent dialects spoken by the various 
communities.

Th e negative eff ects referred to above became more evident over time, 
even to European governments. ‘During eighteen years of residence here, as 
Consul’, commented the British consul of Aleppo in 1875, ‘I do not hesitate 
to say that I have never seen the Turkish Rule fall so low as it is at the pre-
sent’.22 In Greater Syria and other areas of the Empire, the reforms reinforced 
the power of local notables, accentuating the existing gap between the urban 
elite and the fellaḥīn (farmers). Th is facilitated a growing concentration of 
land in the hands of urban families and, thus, a decrease in the infl uence of 
dignitaries and ālim (religious scholars) in the villages. Th e new situation 
paved the way for a progressive dependence of the countryside on the cit-
ies and for internal fracture/competition among urban and rural notables. 
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Th ough the key socio-cultural characteristics of local society remained, for 
the most part, intact, the unnatural injection of other norms and traditions 
shaped the conditions for the subsequent weakening of local societies. It 
was a far-reaching process, which Divine describes, taking Palestine as a case 
study, in the following terms:

In the last quarter of the [nineteenth] century, military, administrative, and 
fi scal reforms locked Palestinian Arabs into an imperial political system with 
stipulated cultural norms. [. . .] Th e fi rst three decades of Ottoman reforms 
changed Palestine’s imperial status and position and required major adjust-
ments on the part of the population. [. . .] Social relations became less stable 
[. . .] Inequities in market relationships were more visible than ever before.23

Patriotism: cui prodest? 

‘Th ere is not to be found among them that great stimulus to national improve-
ment, which exists more or less in every country in the world – patriotism’.24 
When, in 1849, Colonel George Gawler (1795–1869) wrote these words 
to Lord Palmerston in reference to the Arabs of Palestine, the infl uence of 
‘patriotism’, often defi ned as a ‘non-aggressive form of nationalism’,25 was still 
unknown in most of the Middle East.26 British Consul in Jerusalem James 
Finn went so far as to claim that fellaḥīn in the region ‘are infl uenced by no 
patriotism for Turkey. Th e very name is unknown to them.’27

In the eyes of these and other external observers, the lack of ‘stimulus to 
national improvement’ was not only linked to a weak socio-cultural attach-
ment to a particular place, but also to what they perceived as the absence of any 
religious or ethnic homogeneity. Still, in July 1912, British Consul-General 
of Egypt, Lord Cromer, who fostered an uncompromising understanding of 
divided religious affi  liations in the colonial context of the country, contended 
that ‘the Egyptians are not a nation [. . .] they are a fortuitous agglomeration 
of a number of miscellaneous and hybrid elements’.28 Various primary sources 
refl ect similar impressions regarding a number of other areas in the region: 
for instance, in Palestine, argued British Consul to Jerusalem John Dickson, 
‘none are able to report the existence of anything like a homogeneous feeling 
of nationality among the people’.29

Th e alleged lack of interest in any form of ‘patriotism’ or ‘stimulus to 
national improvement’ on the part of local populations – often described as 
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unable to ‘understand our metaphysical problems, our introspective ques-
tions’30 – was perceived as even more disgraceful considering that, conversely, 
patriotism towards various of the region’s areas was stronger than ever in far-
off  England: 

Th is Holy Land, although no longer an object of bloody ambition, has lost 
none of the deep interest with which it once inspired the most vehement 
crusader. Th e fi rst impressions of childhood are connected with that scen-
ery; and infant lips in England’s prosperous homes pronounce with rever-
ence the names of forlorn Jerusalem and Galilee. We still experience a sort of 
patriotism for Palestine, and feel that the scenes enacted here were performed 
for the whole family of Man. Narrow as are its boundaries, we have all a 
share in the possession: what a church is to a city, Palestine is to the world. 
[emphasis added]31

Th e Archbishop of York himself, William Th ompson (1819–90), had been 
clear on his feelings during the inaugural meeting of the Palestine Explora-
tion Fund in 1865: Palestine, he claimed, ‘is the land to which we may look 
with as true a patriotism as we do to this dear old England’.32 It follows that 
local Arabs were generally depicted as foreigners in their own land and their 
‘unpatriotic’ attitudes were often described using off ensive tones:33 

Th e Arabs who are superfi cially clever and quick witted, worship one thing, 
and one thing only – power and success. [. . .] Th e British Authorities [. . .] 
knowing as they do the treacherous nature of the Arab, they have to watch 
carefully and constantly that nothing should happen which might give the 
Arabs the slightest grievance or ground of complaint. [. . .] the fellah is at 
least four centuries behind the times, and the eff endi (who, by the way, is the 
real gainer from the present system) is dishonest, uneducated, greedy, and as 
unpatriotic as he is ineffi  cient.34

‘Imported Solutions’

‘Stimulus to national improvement’ – as Gawler and a number of others 
defi ned patriotism – was an ‘imported solution’ (hal mustawrad),35 one largely 
infl uenced by interaction with the West. Th is is not to say that the concept 
of ‘nation’ was alien to the region.36 Yet before the adoption or imposition of 
Western nationalist ideologies and the emergence of exclusivist approaches, 
the aspect considered most relevant by those living in the region was not 
political identity but, besides religion, provenance from a certain village 
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(which often represented a sort of ‘protonation within the protonation’), or 
the belonging to a specifi c ḥamūla, the use of a particular dialect, a way of 
dressing, a local product, a religious festival, a dance. In this sense, it was 
mainly external observers, or people originally from the region but with long 
exposure to outer contexts or ideologies, who felt the necessity of expressing 
their belonging to broader identity-related defi nitions.

From an outside-in regional perspective, European and American mis-
sionaries played a leading role in spreading ideas related to ‘national improve-
ment’ and ‘patriotism’; for instance, the impact of institutions such as the 
Protestant University of Beirut, founded by American missionaries in 1866 
and later known as the American University, can hardly be overestimated. On 
the other hand, from an inside-out regional point of view, much infl uence 
was exerted by certain Turkish and Arab scholars, such as Rifāʿa al-Ṭahṭāwī 
(1801–73) and Buṭrus al-Bustānī (1819–93), who had lived in Europe for 
a few years before bringing back revised, European-inspired, versions of ideas 
and concepts – including a political and territorial-based understanding of 
‘nationality’ – to their lands.37 Before focusing on these two dimensions, it 
is important to stress that both patriotism and the possession of a national 
consciousness are in no way preconditions for feeling a strong attachment to 
a certain place, area or historical heritage.

Outside-in: Th e Infl uence of the Missionaries

In 1957, American historian Joel Carmichael pointed out that ‘the crowning 
anomaly of the contemporary Arab “national” resurgence surely lies in the 
fact that its seed was sown by Christian missionaries, chiefl y from Britain, 
France, and America’.38 Indeed, Christian, and especially Protestant, mis-
sionaries played a seminal role in introducing seeds of competing national 
visions and the ‘stimulus to national improvement’ in large parts of the East-
ern Mediterranean. Th e believers belonging to the local Christian denomina-
tions represented the respective channels through which European powers 
sought to impose their political, commercial and cultural infl uence over the 
region. Before 1798, the capitulations system – ‘emblem of the Ottoman 
weakness’ – allowed France to take care of the security of Catholic institu-
tions and worshippers (including Maronites and Jacobites) in the region.39 
From 1774 on, Russia too, through the Treaty of Küçük Kaynarca, concluded 
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at the end of the war between the Ottoman Empire and Russia, obtained 
similar prerogatives as far as the protection of the heterogeneous Orthodox 
community was concerned. Th e other two great powers of the time, Britain 
and Prussia, which more than any others infl uenced the development of the 
region in much of the historical period under examination in this book, would 
have found in the local Protestant community their natural outlet to counter 
the infl uence of ‘degenerate form[s] of Christianity’ and to strengthen their 
ascendancy over the Porte.40 

Th ough at the beginning of the nineteenth century a third of Jerusalem’s 
population was Christian, there was then no permanent presence of Protes-
tants in loco. Th is was in spite of the central role that the Holy City held for 
millions of Anglicans and Lutherans. British Vice-Consul Young wrote in a 
dispatch sent to Secretary of State Lord Palmerston: ‘Th ere are my Lord two 
Parties to be noticed who will doubtless consider themselves entitled to some 
voice in the future disposition of aff airs here. Th e one is the Jew – to whom 
God originally gave this land [. . .] and the other, the Protestant Christians, 
his legitimate off spring’.41

It was only in 1833, thanks to John Nicolayson (1803–56), a missionary 
of Danish origins educated at the Danish Lutheran Church, that the fi rst 
permanent residency of a group of Protestants was established in Jerusalem. 
Seventeen years later, in 1850,42 when the sultan granted them independent 
status with the recognition of their own millet, it is estimated that about fi fty 
Protestants were residing in Jerusalem.43 At the end of the century, their num-
ber had risen to about 1,000, becoming the third-largest Christian confession 
in the city, after Greek Orthodox (5,000 members) and Catholics (2,850). 

Nicolayson had been sent by the London Society for Promoting Christi-
anity among the Jews, better known as London Jews’ Society (LJS), a mission-
ary organisation as uninterested in the local Muslim populations as obsessed 
with the fi rm intention of converting ‘God’s ancient people’.44 Jews, accord-
ing to Nicolayson himself, nourished ‘personal prejudices against the truth’:45

A wrong direction has been given to qualifi cations calculated to form an 
exalted character, and it is this that has rendered the Jews so depraved and 
despicable. [. . .] Th e circumstance of their being so degraded should not 
discourage, but increase our attempts for their conversion [. . .] Th e example 
of Christ should excite us to labour for the spiritual benefi t of Israel.46
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Established in London in 1809 as an independent voluntary company aim-
ing at ‘instructing the ignorant, especially such as are of the Jewish nation’,47 
the LJS had worked since 1815 ‘in strict conformity to the liturgy and for-
mularies of the Church of England and Ireland’.48 

Although the LJS was not the fi rst organisation to send missionaries to the 
Eastern Mediterranean, it was the fi rst that succeeded in establishing a perma-
nent residency in that place. Furthermore, it was the organisation that, thanks 
to the peculiar historical moment in which it fl ourished, had the most major 
impact on the subsequent development of the region. Two more decades passed 
before the second (among a fi nal total of ten) British missionary organisations 
started to operate in the area. Th en another three decades passed before the 
Church Missionary Society (CMS),49 another organisation destined to leave its 
mark on Greater Syria, succeeded in making permanent entry into the region. 
Th e names of these organisations, the dates in which they started their activi-
ties, as well as the number of students enrolled in the schools opened by them, 
are included in a report outlined during the ‘Conference of Missionary Societ-
ies in Great Britain and Ireland’ hosted in Edinburgh in 1917:50 

Th e British Churches and Missionary Societies carrying on work in 
Syria and Palestine include the following: London Society for Promot-
ing Christianity amongst the Jews (1823). Th e Presbyterian Church in 
Ireland (1843). Church Missionary Society (1851). British Syrian Mission 
(1860). Edinburgh Medical Missionary Society (1861). Th e Church of 
Scotland (1864). Friends’ Foreign Mission Association (1869). Th e United 
Free Church of Scotland (1884). Jerusalem and the East Mission (1889). 
Th e Presbyterian Church of England (1895). [. . .] In connection with the 
Churches and Societies named there were at work in these countries before 
the war [i.e. in 1913] 180 missionaries of British nationality.51

Concrete results from activities carried out by missionaries started to be 
observed thanks to the changed political conditions witnessed in the 1830s. 
As we have seen, this was an important decade, in which Egyptian authori-
ties created a more favourable climate for missionaries, including by remov-
ing the Ottoman ban (at times circumvented) on the construction of new 
churches and guaranteeing free access to holy places.52 As noted by Nicolayson 
himself, ‘only when the Egyptian forces headed by Ibrahim Pasha fi rst entered 
Palestine [1831] could I really settle down in Jerusalem [. . .] and therefore 
the permanent Protestant mission in Jerusalem proper could fi rst be founded 
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only in 1833’.53 Th at same year, Nicolayson managed to rent a small apart-
ment on behalf of his organisation, just a few metres away from Jerusalem’s 
‘Jewish quarter’ (which, until the late nineteenth century, was never homo-
geneously Jewish). ‘Began to arrange the house,’ Nicolayson wrote on 24 
October 1833, ‘which will be a long aff air’.54

Since then, and in the decades to follow, the activities carried out by 
missionaries grew exponentially and became progressively more rooted in 
the area. Among the most signifi cant consequences of these processes was 
a greater emphasis on the role of Arabic – due also to the translation of the 
Bible into Arabic, and then as the medium of a periodical press – and a grow-
ing familiarity of elites and other segments of local societies with concepts 
such as nation, homeland, state, capital, private property.55 

Figure 3.1 Document signed by the presidents/secretaries of the mentioned churches 
and missions. (Source: LPL, DP 400, ff . 86–94)
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A crucial role in the whole process was given to education. In the Pales-
tinian context alone, for instance, the Protestant Bishop of Jerusalem from 
1846 to 1879, Samuel Gobat (1799–1879), found both the means and the 
favourable Zeitgeist that allowed him to inaugurate an unprecedented number 
of new schools, from that in Jerusalem, opened in 1847, to those in Nāblus, 
Zabābdeh,  Bethlehem, Lydda (al-Lud), Bayt Jālā, Ramla, Rafīdya, Shafā ‘Amr, 
Jaff a and a number of other cities and villages.56 Th anks to the tireless work 
of the missionaries – mainly British, American and German men – and the 
use of education and medical care as tools to promote proselytism, Protestant 
missions in the region saw an exponential growth. Th is became a concomitant 
cause in leading London to assume a larger role in the region – even more so, 
considering that those schools were (and continued to be) run as much as pos-
sible ‘in the same manner as are the National Schools in England’.57

Th ese activities had major repercussions also on the policies adopted by the 
Ottoman authorities. Suffi  ce to mention that until the middle of the 1800s, 
the urban elites received a traditional Muslim education. In 1869, that is, 
in the fi nal historical phase of the Tanẓīmāt, the Porte launched a new mass 
education programme – based on the guidelines contained in a report drafted 
by the French government a few years earlier – which obliged all males in 
the Empire to undergo three years of study in Ottoman schools.58 Th is was 
intended to counterbalance the infl uence exercised by upper-level mission 
schools – such as the Robert College (est. 1863) in Istanbul and the Syrian 
Protestant College (est. 1866) of Beirut – and other missionary institutions 
such as the Université Saint-Joseph (established in Beirut by French Jesuit 
missionaries in 1875), while reinforcing a feeling of loyalty to the Empire. 
Between 1876 and 1909 alone, the Ottoman authorities established almost 
10,000 schools and academies.59 Despite the original intentions, these schools 
also contributed to exacerbating the us-versus-others perception within the 
Empire and played a signifi cant role in laying the ground for the increasing 
ethnocentric drives (see Chapter 4) witnessed in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries.

Introducing wataniyyah: Inside-out Perceptions

Competing national visions and the ‘stimulus to national improvement’ were 
largely the result of outside-in interactions. Yet they started to become more 
pointed through the infl uence exerted by a number of local intellectuals. 
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Some of them were struggling to fi nd alternatives and solutions to the ‘crisis 
of modernity’ and the penetration of Western ideas. Others were linked to, 
and inspired by, missionary societies, or personally acquainted with Western 
contexts and perspectives. Among the latter category was the case of Rifāʿa 
al-Ṭahṭāwī, the fi rst historical fi gure to introduce the concepts of watan 
(fatherland) and wataniyyah (patriotism) into Arabic (but also the likes of 
‘steamship’ and many others).60 Th is Egyptian intellectual, who studied at 
an educational mission in Paris between 1826 and 1831, published the fi rst 
comprehensive analysis of the European (mainly French) societies, prompt-
ing a growing number of people to become acquainted with European ‘sci-
ences and research’.61 He was the fi rst of a limited number of Arab (mainly 
Egyptian) and Turkish scholars who, from the 1830s on, started to place 
increasing emphasis on the importance of providing a political signifi cance 
to the attachment to one’s birthplace (in German, Heimat).62 In his infl uen-
tial al-Murshid al-Amīn li al-Banāt wa al-Banīn (‘Th e Trustworthy Guide for 
the Education of Boys and Girls’), he went so far as to link women’s educa-
tion to the stability of the nation.63 Th e experience gained by al-Ṭahṭāwī in 
France played a key role in infl uencing the assimilation of new concepts and 
in spreading a notion that was previously overlooked by most of the people 
residing in the area: the relation between territoriality and nationality.

For much of history, millions of Muslims have considered Islam as a per-
fect and complete (two words that in Arabic are close to each other but not 
interchangeable in meaning) system in itself: the revelations received by the 
Prophet Muhammad contained everything a Muslim was required to observe 
in order to conduct a righteous and prosperous life. For centuries, the interac-
tions between the ‘West’ and the ‘Orient’ did not manage to undermine these 
certainties, nor to stimulate any will to emulate concepts and ideas popular in 
France or elsewhere in Europe. And this was in spite of the great interest that 
the European ‘other’ had had for centuries in the eyes of countless observers 
residing in – or travellers coming from – the Arab and Islamic world.64 

Experiences such as the one of al-Ṭahṭāwī in France, therefore, were not 
necessarily bound to result in a process of osmosis, or in generating any sort 
of wider infl uence. It is certainly true that the will to come to terms with ideas 
and visions rooted in the history and traditions of Western countries was 
prompted by the growing presence of Western subjects in Ottoman lands, 
as well as of Ottoman citizens in Europe. Th e ideological bases, however, 
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were rooted in the need to fi nd sustainable solutions to tackle the progres-
sive weakening of the cultural, economic and social fabric of the Ottoman 
Empire. In the context of this decline, increasingly visible already since 
the mid-eighteenth century, when Habsburg Austria and Romanov Russia 
achieved military parity with Istanbul, concepts such as homeland, nation, 
state and such like would have most likely been considered with the same 
contempt reserved to other traditions, ideas and customs that fl ourished in 
the European milieu in previous centuries. 

Al-Ṭahṭāwī was among the fi rst to grasp the importance of applying 
those concepts and, in particular, of the notion that a nation was intimately 
rooted and bound to a specifi c territory: this perfectly applied to the Egyptian 
‘nation’, described in a number of works as his ‘fatherland’.65 Moreover, he 
was also one of the fi rst people to link the progress and the well-being of 
France to patriotism, as well as to the attachment shown by French people to 
their country:

Without the astronomy [that is, science] of the people of Paris, their wisdom, 
their accomplishments, their good administration, and their concern with the 
interests of their land, their city would be nothing at all.66

Buṭrus al-Bustānī (1819–83), known for being the fi rst intellectual in the 
region to deal with issues related to Syrian nationalism, also played an impor-
tant role in adapting European concepts to the context of his land. Born 
into a Christian Maronite family from present-day Lebanon, al-Bustānī was 
employed for long time by American Protestant missionaries as a teacher 
of Arabic, a commitment that – as in the case of Syrian Armenian scholar 
Gregory Wartabet and many others – prompted his conversion to Protestant-
ism. Author of the fi rst Arabic encyclopaedia (Muḥīṭ al Muḥīṭ, ‘Th e Ocean 
of Oceans’), al-Bustānī published a treatise in 1849 in which he fostered the 
importance of promoting women’s education. It should be noted, however, 
that his attentions, opinions and eff orts were directed almost exclusively to 
the benefi t of Arab Christians and Western subjects residing in the region.67 

Overall, the work of al-Ṭahṭāwī, al-Bustānī and others remind us that the 
‘stimulus to national improvement’ in Lebanon and in Syria was rooted in 
the convergence of two main interests: that of the Christian missionaries and 
of the Arabic-speaking Christian communities of those countries. Among 
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the latter, Beiruti poet and journalist Khalīl al-Khūrī (1836–1907), a close 
acquaintance of al-Bustānī, played a particularly signifi cant role. He was, in 
fact, the most prominent fi gure among a group of Arab Christian intellectu-
als committed to promoting both the revival of Arabic culture and the idea 
of a (sectarian, yet increasingly circumscribed) Syrian identity and watan. His 
ideas became relatively popular thanks to Hadīqat al-Akhbār, the fi rst Syrian 
weekly, that he established in 1857, a year after the beginning of the second 
Ottoman reformist phase inaugurated by the Hatt-ı Hümayun. Th e journal, 
styled as a ‘civil’ (madanī) and scientifi c publication, was the fi rst to obtain, 
outside of the Istanbul area, a formal licence by the Ottoman authorities.

Al-Khūrī and his fellow intellectuals were not only providing 
answers to new inputs and challenges faced in their times, but also 
coming to terms with a certain growing resentment towards Ottoman Turks, 
now considered one of the main historical reasons for the decline of the ‘Arab 
nation’.68 Th is growing attitude was not yet meant to foster Arab nationalism, 
nor separatism, but had, nonetheless, a certain infl uence on the later develop-
ments of both.69 In Joel Carmichael’s words:

the initial impulse to what has since become Arab nationalism was furnished 
by the attempt of Arabic-speaking Christians to burst their constricting social 
bonds. It was the Arabic-speaking Christians who were the fi rst to off er them-
selves as political leaders to the ‘Arab world’.70

A number of prominent local Muslim scholars resented the idea of a ‘Christian-
led’ Arabic revival process and off ered an alternative vision of how to respond 
to the ‘crisis of modernity’ in the sphere of ideas. While expressing appreciation 
for Europe’s technological and social improvements, Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, 
Muḥammad ʿAbduh, Rashīd Ridā and other ‘Islamic modernists’ tried to rec-
oncile them with their own ways of perceiving local societies. Th ey espoused 
strong support for the revival of Arabic language (the language of the Quran), 
as well as of the Ottoman sultan (as caliph), and a marked emphasis on the 
need for returning to the original Islam – still perceived as superior to other 
religions but corrupted by wrong actions and interpretations. 

During this period, known as the Nahḍa (‘Rebirth’) or Islamic modernism, 
slogans such as Al-Badeel al-Islāmī (Islamic alternative), Al-Ihya al-Islami (the 
Islamic revival), or al-Usuliyya al-Islamiyya (the Islamic fundamentalism), 

5974_Kamel.indd   795974_Kamel.indd   79 15/04/20   5:58 PM15/04/20   5:58 PM



80 | the middle east from empire to sealed identities

all advocating the return to the original meanings and sources of Islam, became 
increasingly common, contributing to igniting a process that, with some vari-
ations, would be witnessed a number of other times in the region in the fol-
lowing century, and especially in the last decades of the twentieth century 
(particularly after Egypt’s defeat in the 1967 Six-Day War).

In light of these considerations, it might appear as a paradox that fi gures 
like al-Afghānī and ʿAbduh – whose home in Beirut became a meeting place 
for intellectuals of all religions, including Jews – were among the intellec-
tuals that contributed the most to lay the ideological foundations for the 
penetration of secular, nationalist ideas in the region. While questioning the 
compatibility of Islam and modernity, and stressing the relevance of human 
reasoning, these scholars allowed the penetration of established religious con-
ceptions and the legitimisation of innovation and change in the sphere of 
ideas. More specifi cally, scholars like al-Afghānī – who fostered a pan-Islamic 
identity as an expression of national solidarity – and ʿAbduh – who stressed 
the Arab character of early Islam – created the ideological milieu in which 
secular Western ideas could integrate and live side by side with an ideal form 
of Islam: a major contribution to the later rising of a number ideologies – 
including Arab nationalism – destined to shape the region and the daily life 
of most of its inhabitants.

Ottomanism’s Side-eff ects

Th e revival of Arabic and the introduction of the concept of wataniyyah coin-
cided with the rising of Ottomanism among Ottoman Turks – a phenom-
enon ignited by the Tanẓīmāt process that became widespread, particularly 
in the 1870s and 1780s. Th is form of civic nationalism was, to a large extent, 
a reaction against the failure of the Ottoman authorities to keep pace with 
Europe but also a tool to provide practical answers to the nationality laws – 
that increased the religious homogeneity of the Ottoman Empire – passed by 
newly established Christian states in the Balkans (Greece included). 

Th e aim of keeping pace with Europe was fulfi lled by fostering economic 
development and providing more political freedom and equality, in exchange 
for loyalty to the Empire from all its citizens.71 Th is overarching Ottoman 
citizenship was meant to supersede religious, ethnic and linguistic cleavages 
among the Empire’s diverse subjects. It should be noted that Ottomanism 
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was interpreted in diff erent (often confl ictual) ways by non-Muslims and the 
‘Turkish Empire’.72 Notwithstanding the diff erent interpretations, Ottoman 
sources confi rm that, with the passing of time, those who did not comply 
with its ‘offi  cial’ objectives were increasingly and repeatedly prompted, or 
threatened, to acquire an ‘Ottoman mindset’.73 ‘Th ose who refuse to become 
Ottoman citizens’, noted a document produced by the Ottoman authorities 
in 1898, ‘must sell their land and return to the place where they came from’.74 

Yet the idea of an inclusive Ottoman citizenship was rooted in the dis-
tant past and had its most powerful expression in the relations between Jews 
and Muslims, closely linked to each other in the daily life of the Ottoman 
Empire. Already, in 1420, Rabbi Shlomo Ben Yitzhak, ha-Tsarfati (‘Solomon 
son of Isaac, the French’) had send a missive from the Ottoman city of Edirne 
(close to present-day Turkey’s border with Greece) to a group of persecuted 
German Jews, proposing them to join him in Ottoman lands:

Your cries and laments have reached us. We have been told of all the sorrows 
and persecutions which you suff er in German lands. Listen, my brothers [. . .] 
if you [. . .] knew even the tenth of what God has blessed us with in this land, 
you would give heed to no further diffi  culties. You would embark at once 
to us [. . .] Here the Jew is not compelled to wear a yellow hat as a badge of 
shame [. . .] You will be free of your enemies. Here you will fi nd peace.75 

Italian Jewish merchant David dei Rossi went a step further, writing from 
Ottoman Safed in 1535 that ‘the Exile [Galut] here is not like in our home-
land. Th e Turks hold respectable Jews in esteem. Here and in Alexandria, 
Egypt, Jews are the chief offi  cers and administrators of the customs, and 
the king’s revenues. No injuries are perpetuated against them in all the 
empire’.76 A plethora of similar testimonies can be found in archives spread 
throughout former Ottoman lands, where, despite tensions and problems, 
local subjects belonging to diff erent communities tended often to perceive 
each other as adelfi a (siblings).77 Th is, of course, does not imply that all 
local communities had equal rights.78 As noted by Ussama Makdisi in rela-
tion to the second half of the nineteenth century, ‘at the same time as the 
United States struggled with slavery and black emancipation, and Europe 
with the emancipation of Jews, the Ottoman empire was confronted with 
the question of the place of non-Muslims in what had long been a Muslim 
empire’.79 In the latter, non-Muslim citizens had been historically treated as 
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dhimmis: they were protected as long as they paid the jizya (a tax required 
only from free, sane, adult males) and observed certain rules.80 Th e dhimma 
was, in other words, a system of protection characterised by discriminations, 
in some cases resulting in ‘great abuses’, which, however, had nothing to do 
with the persecutions registered in the same historical periods in Europe. 
In theory, non-Muslim communities were prevented from building new 
places of worship and restoring those that had been damaged.81 Th ey were 
forbidden from accessing public offi  ce, carrying weapons or professing their 
religion in public. Th ey also had to diff erentiate themselves regarding their 
language and clothes. However, as noted by Brenner apropos the centuries 
preceding the rise of the Ottoman Empire: 

Although horse riding was forbidden to Jews, the exilarch rode on a horse 
through Baghdad in a showy public ceremony during his inauguration. Th e 
documents that have come down to us from the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth 
centuries lead one to surmise that Jews dressed exactly the same way as their 
Muslim neighbors. New synagogues were built almost everywhere Jews lived, 
and there were even some churches whose rebuilding would surely have been 
forbidden if the letter of the law had prevailed.82 

It should also be noted that local equilibria, particularly in late Ottoman 
times,83 were not perceived by all observers, particularly external ones, in the 
same way. In 1839, William T. Young, fi rst British Vice-Consul in Jerusalem, 
noted that a Jew in Jerusalem was not considered ‘much above a dog’.84 Young 
himself, however, had to acknowledge that, in case of need, a Jew would have 
found shelter ‘sooner in a Mussulman’s house than in that of a Christian’.85 
Just a few years after Young, in 1857, British Consul to Jerusalem James Finn 
pointed out that ‘there are few countries in the world where in spite of appear-
ances to the contrary, there is so much of practical religious tolerance as in 
Palestine’.86 

Finn’s words were mirrored in the following decades in a wide number of 
publications produced by pre-eminent Ottoman Jews, including İzmir poet 
Reuven Qattan, who wrote to the Judeo-Spanish paper Liberty, reminding 
its readers that ‘before everything we should live Ottoman lives, cultivate the 
language of the Ottomans, form an integral part of the Ottoman nation, and 
sincerely love the Ottoman patria’. According to Qattan, ‘We are Ottomans 
and nothing else’.87 
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Nowhere more than in judicial records it is possible to assess to what extent 
local communities perceived themselves, in diff erent periods of Ottoman 
history, as being constructive elements of the Ottoman milieu.88 American 
historian Amnon Cohen, who spent years studying documents stored in the 
archives of the sharia religious court (sijil) of Ottoman Jerusalem, found 1,000 
Jewish cases fi led from the years 1530 to 1601. Jews preferred to use Islamic 
sharia courts, rather than their own rabbinical courts:

Th e Jews went to the Muslim court for a variety of reasons, but the over-
whelming fact was their ongoing and almost permanent presence there. Th is 
indicates that they went there not only in search of justice, but did so hoping, 
or rather knowing, that more often than not they would attain redress when 
wronged. [. . .] Th e Jews went to court to resolve much more than their con-
fl icts with Muslim or Christian neighbours. Th ey turned to Shari‘a authori-
ties to seek redress with respect to internal diff erences, and even in matters 
within their immediate family (intimate relations between husband and wife, 
nafaqa maintenance payments to divorcees, support of infants etc.) [. . .] 
the Sultan’s Jewish subjects had no reason to mourn their status or begrudge 
their conditions of life. Th e Jews of Ottoman Jerusalem enjoyed religious 
and administrative autonomy within an Islamic state, and as a constructive, 
dynamic element of the local economy and society they could – and actually 
did – contribute to its functioning.89

As argued by French historian Fernand Braudel regarding everyday phenom-
ena, the practices of intercommunal interaction were taken for granted and 
only indirectly – as in the case of the religious courts – reported in the sources.90 
Indeed, interaction was not only a feature of societal exchanges, but was also 
often refl ected in religious practices, particularly in borderlands and on fron-
tiers. Most of the shared shrines of the Mediterranean that are still visited today, 
in fact, ‘are situated on its eastern shores; their presence refl ects a common past, 
a long coexistence of culturally mixed populations’.91

Emphasising shared practices and spaces, ‘constructive elements’ and 
hybrid identities and experiences that once fl ourished at the Mediterranean 
frontiers – like for instance the ‘mixed pilgrimages’ to the tomb of biblical 
prophet Ezekiel in Kifl  (south-eastern Iraq) – is not meant to deny or down-
play diff erences, however. Th e Ottoman milieu can, in fact, be characterised 
as having been a sum of particularisms. Indeed, it is to the homogenisation of 
those particularisms that ethnocentric drives, and the related strengthening of 
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religious and ethnic-related cleavages, should largely be ascribed. Th is is not 
relevant only in the Ottoman context. Writing in reference to the homogeni-
sation of Western societies, Patrick Girard noted, for instance, that ‘modern 
anti-Semitism was born not from the great diff erence between groups but 
rather from the threat of absence of diff erences’.92 Alain de Benoist took this 
argument further in pointing out that ‘modernity could no longer accept a 
particularism that was, on the contrary, perceived as acceptable in a society 
characterised by a sum of particularisms. Modernity, in other words, abol-
ished an array of distances that, conceived as impassable, had also played a 
protective role.’93

All this brings us back to Ottomanism and the political will, further fos-
tered by the fi rst Ottoman constitution issued in December 1876, of devel-
oping an inclusive Ottoman citizenship. Despite being ideologically rooted 
in centuries of interactions, Ottomanism soon became associated with the 
danger of erasing diff erences, and for this was highly feared by a wide range 
of non-Muslim and non-Turk Ottomans. Unsurprisingly, it also resulted in 
the sharpening of religious identities and ethnic-linguistic awareness:

Christians, in particular, interpreted Ottomanism as a project meant to 
impose Islam on their communities, and they increasingly turned to European 
powers for support (for example, the Maronite community in Syria looked to 
the French). Th us, Ottomanism unwittingly politicized ethno-religious diff er-
ence, raised minorities’ awareness of that diff erence, and created the conditions 
for proto-nationalist revolts that ultimately contributed to the erosion of the 
Empire.94
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4
The Third Moment – From Ethnocentric 

Drives to a New Millet System

Th e period between the declaration of the 1908 constitution and the 
commencement of World War I [. . .] was a period of fl uidity in the formation 
and recasting of local identities in Bilad al-Sham.1

Salīm Tamarī

I don’t think there was a national movement anywhere in the Arab world 
until 1908, not even in Lebanon. [. . .] We have to diff erentiate between some 
people who have a national consciousness and a national movement.2

ʻĀdil Mannā

The months between 1907 and 1908 mark one of the major turning points 
in the history of the late modern Middle East. Th is was the inception of 

the Iranian Constitutional Revolution – which led to the establishment of a 
parliament in the country – and the discovery (1908) of oil reserves by the 
Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) in Masjed Soleyman (Iran), the fi rst 
big petroleum fi nd in the region, which set off  a wave of exploration, extrac-
tion and exploitation destined to change global history. 

Th e same historical phase also marks, to a large extent, the ideological 
beginnings of the Israeli-Palestinian confl ict. In 1907, a few months before 
the Jaff a clashes,3 and just after the ‘Denshaway incident’ in Egypt,4 the 
eighth Zionist Congress created a Palestine Offi  ce (‘Agricultural Colonisation 
Department’) in Jaff a, under the direction of Arthur Ruppin (1876–1943), 
whose goal was the creation of ‘a Jewish milieu and of a closed Jewish econ-
omy, in which producers, consumers and middlemen shall all be Jewish’;5 
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these kinds of approach and policy had a long-lasting impact both on the 
Holy Land and the broader region.6 Yet, and despite the practical and ideo-
logical relevance of these and other watershed moments, it was the outbreak 
of 1908’s Young Turk Revolution that was perhaps the seminal moment in 
the framework of the passage from multifaceted to sealed identities.7 

Th is chapter starts by analysing the rise to power of the Young Turks 
and the related process of ‘alienation’ witnessed among a large percentage of 
Muslims and others in the region; this prompted many to embrace the 
nationalist discourse that their Christian counterparts had been advocating 
for some time. In the same period (the focus of the section that follows), the 
British authorities developed various policies aimed at enshrining religious 
diff erences and at promoting a Muslim communal identity, through the 
establishment of a new ‘millet system’. Taking the Supreme Muslim Council 
as a case study, the fi nal part of the chapter investigates the establishment of 
communal institutions, perceived by a number of Western policymakers as a 
stabilising element and a useful tool of control.

‘Turkifi cation’: Embracing the National Discourse

Th e 1908 Young Turk Revolution started in the Balkans and resulted in the 
restoration of the 1876 constitution and the reconvening of parliament in July 
1908. Once in power, the Young Turks – an expression coined by European 
observers – implemented a number of policies aimed at the centralisation 
and ‘Turkifi cation’ of diff erent areas within the Empire, Anatolia fi rst and 
foremost.8 Yet despite the fact that the ‘Unionists’ – the term used within 
the Ottoman context to refer to the Young Turks – played a major role in 
the historical chain leading to the establishment of the Turkish Republic, it 
would be incorrect to claim that they were ready to accomplish what Atatürk 
did fourteen years later (establishing a Turkish nation-state).9 On the con-
trary, they were fi rmly committed to the idea of preserving the Empire and 
its institutions.

Th eir policies were largely rooted in the failures of Ottomanism as well as 
in the mounting deterioration in Turkish–Arab relations,10 with tensions rest-
ing to a large extent in the ‘issue of centralisation versus decentralisation’.11 
Th ey were also a result of the increasingly nationalist-oriented political agen-
das adopted by a number of ‘minorities’ – a process further fostered by the 
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discriminatory policies implemented by the Young Turks with the aim of 
promoting full assimilation for ‘all branches of our [Ottoman] race’.12 Th ese 
included the removal of a number of Arab public fi gures from prominent 
positions and the imposition of Turkish as the sole language allowed in courts 
and government offi  ces located in the Arab provinces.13

Th e ethnocentric drives that resulted from these processes came into 
increasing confl ict with pan-Islamist calls and set afoot political and social 
changes destined to clash with all eff orts aimed at providing political free-
dom and equality in exchange for loyalty to the Empire from all its citizens. 
A signifi cant individual in regard to this process was Mehmed Ziya Gökalp 
(1876–1924), the leading ideologue behind the doctrines promoted by the 
Young Turks. Gökalp, who adopted his pen name (Gökalp means ‘sky hero’) 
after the 1908 revolution, published a number of highly infl uential works 
advocating the ‘re-Turkifi cation’ of the Ottoman Empire, the marginalisation 
of Turkey’s Arab neighbours and the rejection of Ottomanism and Islamism 
as ideological and cultural identifi ers.

When Muslims and others in the region felt alienated by these ideologies 
and policies, they further embraced the nationalist discourse promoted by 
their Christian counterparts. Th e heavy loss suff ered by the Ottomans dur-
ing the 1911–12 Italo-Turkish war in Libya – when Italian forces secured a 
rapid and easy victory, conquering Ottoman Tripolitania and the Dodeca-
nese islands in the Aegean Sea – played a key role in convincing a growing 
number of Arabs of the inability of the Ottoman authorities to address the 
concerns, and protect the integrity, of non-Turkish areas. Th ese perceptions 
were further strengthened by the First Balkan War of 1912–13, when Balkan 
states, galvanised by the quick results of the Italian campaign in Tripolitania, 
attacked the numerically and strategically disadvantaged Ottoman armies.

A number of secret and open societies were formed by Arab activists and 
intellectuals in the seven years that followed; all of them rejected assimilation 
and promoted a new Arab ethnic consciousness as well as unity among all 
Arabs and equal rights and opportunities for all the diff erent components 
that comprised the Empire. 

Th e fi rst such society, Jam‘īyat al-Ikhā’ al-‘Arabī al-‘Uthmānī (the ‘Society 
for Arab-Ottoman Brotherhood’), was established in August 1908 by a 
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number of former functionaries of the Ottoman regime. Unlike some of the 
other societies that followed, it aimed at promoting the Arab cause within 
the framework of the Ottoman constitution, enhancing the status of Arabs 
and Arabic through the establishment of new schools, books, newspapers 
and trade organisations. From a more practical perspective, its founders were 
committed to retaining the positions that they held before the rise of the 
Young Turks and their ‘pan-Turkish’ policies.

Th is fi rst attempt did not last long. Th e society, which had local branches 
in Beirut, Jerusalem, Tripoli, Damascus and a number of other cities across 
the region, was shut down by the Ottoman authorities in the Spring of 
1909 due to its alleged ties with Ittihad-i Muhammed (‘Mohammadan 
Union’), a counter-revolutionary party. In the minds of several Ottoman 
Arab activists, it was soon replaced by al-Muntada al-Adabi (‘Th e Literary 
Club’), a semi-clandestine organisation founded in 1910 by Istanbul-based 
Arab students. Headed by ‘Abd al-Karīm al-Khalīl (1884–1916), a Shi‘a 
political activist from southern Lebanon, it soon emerged as a prominent 
meeting point for Lebanese, Syrian and Palestinian intellectuals, many 
of them accused, a few years later, of planning an Arab revolt against the 
Ottoman Empire.14 

It might be an irony of history that al-Khalīl’s fate was ultimately decided 
by one of the two main protagonists of the Sykes–Picot Agreement. Before 
the outbreak of the First World War, al-Khalīl and others – Muslims and 
Christian alike – in fact appealed to the French consul in Beirut, François 
Georges-Picot himself, sending a number of secret letters in which was 
requested French support or protection in their attempt to gain indepen-
dence from the Ottomans. When the war started, Picot, who was soon after 
transferred to Cairo, left these letters in the abandoned French consulate in 
Beirut. Not much time passed before the Ottoman security agents discov-
ered them, provoking a harsh reaction from the commander of the Turkish 
Fourth Army in Syria, Ahmed Jemal Pasha. Ten days before the signing of 
the Sykes–Picot Agreement (10 May 1916), ‘Abd al-Karīm al-Khalīl and a 
number of his collaborators were tortured and hanged in downtown Beirut, 
a few metres away from where the grave of Lebanon’s former Prime Minister, 
Rafīq al-Harīrī (1944–2005), lies today.
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A similar agenda – the promotion of Arab nationalism – was shared 
by the founders of al-Jam‘iyya al-Qahtaniyya (‘Th e Qahtan Society’), a 
secret society established in Istanbul in late 1909. Among them was Amīn 
al-Ḥāfi ẓ, a high-ranking Arab offi  cer who held the command of the Turk-
ish 136th Regiment at Antioch during the Dardanelles campaign. In view 
of an expected (but not forthcoming) British invasion of the Syrian coast, 
al-Ḥāfi z tried to organise a revolt among the Arab soldiers and carried out 
extensive sabotage operations against the Turkish defences at Alexandretta 
in anticipation of the British landing.15 He was executed for treason in May 
1916, together with ‘Arif al-Shihabi, ‘Abd al-Karīm al-Khalīl and a number 
of other leaders of the organisation.

Relatively more successful moves were made by Ahmad Qadrī (from 
Damascus), ‘Awnī ‘Abd al-Hadī (from Jenin), Rafīq al-Tamīmī (from Nāblus), 
and Rustum Haydar (from Ba‘albek), some of the leading fi gures credited with 
the establishment of Jam’iyat al-’Arabiya al-Fatat (‘Th e Young Arab Society’), 
the fi rst fully clandestine Arab nationalist organisation. Formed in the after-
math of the 1908 Young Turk Revoluton, this organisation, headquartered fi rst 
in Paris and then in Beirut, aimed at opposing the Turkish nationalist agenda 
and at fostering unity and independence for Arab territories that were under 
Ottoman authority. With this purpose in mind, in June 1913 some of the lead-
ing fi gures of the organisation convened an ‘Arab National Congress’ in Paris, 
where twenty-fi ve offi  cial delegates met to debate on reforms and political tools 
to gain autonomy from the Ottoman Empire. Largely due to the outbreak of 
the First World War, these intentions remained little more than abstract theo-
retical wishes, with a marginal impact both in and outside of the region.

Th e largely negative, at times tragic, results of the eff orts from these 
organisations did not deter a number of other Arab thinkers and activists 
from pursuing similar goals. Several other secret organisations were estab-
lished in the two years preceding the First World War, including Hezb al-
lamarkaziyya al-Idariyya al-‘Uthmaniyya (Th e Ottoman Administrative 
Decentralisation Party). Established in early 1913 by the future Syrian 
Prime Minister Haqqi al-Azm (1864–1955) and other prominent Syrian 
thinkers, it aimed at granting decentralisation for the Arab provinces and 
represented the last attempt to bridge the gap between the long-established 
Ottoman and emergent Arab loyalties.16 
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Yet the gap was already too wide: increasing divisions, broken trust 
and the outbreak of the First World War confi rmed once and for all the 
impossibility of bringing about a process of reconciliation from within 
the Empire. Moreover, the media, and more specifi cally the post-1908 
reduction of restrictions imposed by the Ottoman censure, played a lead-
ing role in the process. Th e partial lifting of restrictions resulted in the 
establishment of a large number of new journals, many of them – such 
as Lebanese journals Abābīl and al-Balagh – directly linked to, and sub-
sidised by, Istanbul; others were more independent and committed to 
tackling and/or spreading nationalist agendas.17 In the context of what, 

Figure 4.1 Some of the al-Fatat’s members at a resort near Damascus. Bottom row 
(left to right): Tawfi q al-Hayyani, Fayez al-Shihabi, Rafi q al-Tamimi, Awni Abd 
al-Hadi, Ahmad Qadri, Mu’in al-Madi, Tawfi q al-Yazagi and Sa’id Talab. Middle row 
(L to R): Wasfi  al-Atassi, Ahmad Muraywed, Shukri al-Quwatli, Bahjat al-Shihabi, 
Saleem al-Attar, Zaki al-Tamimi, Husni al-Barazi. Top row (L to R): Adil al-Azma, 
Rushdi al-Husami, Riyad al-Solh, Saadallah al-Jabiri, Afi f al-Sulh, Izzat Darwaza. 
(Source: https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/446700856760078176/?lp=true)
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in offi  cial Ottoman correspondence,18 was referred to as Arz-i Filasṭīn ve 
Surīye (Land of Palestine and Syria),19 dozens of new journals were set up 
within just fi ve years, including al-Karmil (founded in 1908 in Haifa by 
Najib Nassar), followed by al-Quds (which began in Jerusalem in 1908 and 
shut down three years later), Al-Munādi (fi rst published in 1912), Filastīn 
(which went to press from 1911 to 1948) and al-Dustūr (printed by Khalīl 
Sakānīnī [1878–1939] between 1910 and 1913).20 Th is brief phase, when 
most people in the region were reported to be eager to achieve ‘peace at 
any price without regard to its political consequences’,21 was ultimately 
interrupted by the outbreak of the First World War, when the Porte gagged 
all press agencies.22 Yet the many competing, often uncompromising, ide-
ologies and concepts developed at the time continued to exert signifi cant 
infl uence well beyond ‘the war that will end all wars’.23

Crafting a New ‘Millet System’

Constantin Iordachi noted that, in order to inspire new political loyalties and 
to forge a unifi ed and homogeneous community, ‘Young Turks had to dis-
mantle the Ottoman communal traditions centred on the millets and based 
on communal rights and privileges’.24 

When, at midday on 11 December 1917, six weeks after the publication 
of the Balfour Declaration, General Edmund Allenby and his soldiers made 
their triumphant entry through Jerusalem’s Jaff a gate, Britain’s approach 
towards the millets and the various ‘souls’ of the Ottoman Empire was still 
unclear.25 In order to respect the solemnity of the place and not infl ame the 
resentment of the local people, Allenby and his troops decided to get off  their 
horses and continue on foot. Th ey stopped a short distance before the historic 
Phasael Tower (rebaptised the Tower of David, as a result of a misunderstand-
ing, many centuries later) where Allenby read out an emphatic declaration:

Th e object of the war in the East on the part of Great Britain was the com-
plete and fi nal liberation of all peoples formerly oppressed by the Turks and the 
establishment of national governments and administrations in those coun-
tries deriving authority from the initiative and free will of the people them-
selves. [emphasis added]26 

Despite the caution showed by Allenby, all those involved were aware that, 
for better or worse, nothing would ever be the same again.27 ‘We felt’, noted 
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Bertha Vester, head of the American Colony in Jerusalem, that ‘we were 
witnessing what we thought then was the climax of the last Crusade’.28 In 
the press release that reached the Turkish Foreign Minister Ahmed Nessimy 
Bey on 3 January 1918, it was argued that ‘the entrance of the “infi dels” in 
Jerusalem will weaken the prestige of the Turkish Caliph’.29 Th e most direct 
consequences, however, were felt by local and regional actors. Th e ‘fall’ of 
Jerusalem was perceived by a signifi cant percentage of Zionist sympathisers as 
a ‘glorious victory for the Jewish nation [. . .] We feel that our race is entering 
in a new era’.30 Th is refl ected a deeply felt optimism which, over the decades 
to follow, would transform, for many, into profound disillusionment.31 Less 
profound (due to minor expectations), but in many ways more traumatic, 
was the frustration felt by a large percentage of Ottoman Arabs, both in 
and outside of Palestine. After an initial phase in which London’s assurances 

Figure 4.2 Th e surrender of Jerusalem to the British, 9 December 1917. Th e Mayor 
of Jerusalem Husseīn al-Husaynī with Sergeants Sedgwick and Hurcomb. (Source: Hol 
Lars [Lewis] Larsson, American Colony Photo Dept photographers. G. Eric and Edith 
Matson Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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seemed to prevail, at least regarding the inviolability of the holy places,32 an 
increasing number of Arabs in the region became persuaded that the British 
establishment aimed ‘to transform the Holy Land into an Anglo-Zionist 
colony, no more no less’.33 It was a prospect that, in the months and years to 
follow, according to the Bishop of Jerusalem Rennie MacInnes (1870–1931), 
pushed many citizens into fantasising about the return of the Ottomans to 
power.34

Yet an Ottoman return was then more unrealistic than ever, and the 
British authorities were swift in understanding the necessity of developing 
a new approach that would take on board the Wilsonian rhetoric of self-
determination. Th e direct control of large areas of the Middle East and the 
following granting of the relevant mandates by the League of Nations took 
place within the frame of a new epoch in which empires were losing their 
legitimacy, as well as their grasp on power and ability to respond to the social 
complexity of the post-First World War era.

Th e proposed solution, believed by British authorities to provide new 
answers to the pressing challenges of the time had, once again, much to do 
with religious factors. In this regard, the Holy Land represents possibly the 
most signifi cant microcosm within which to assess and approach the dynam-
ics of these broader impacts. In the months following Allenby’s entrance at 
Jaff a Gate, London implemented a number of policies with the aim of turn-
ing Muslim, Jewish and Christian religious identities into legal categories. 
Th is process, that was also aiming at stymieing any form of local nationalism, 
relied primarily on a spatial-confessional understanding of local contexts. In 
Jerusalem, any attempt at shaping a supra-religious sense of citizenship was 
curtailed through a number of pervasive policies. Th ese included the harden-
ing the Old City’s division into four sealed-off  quarters (Armenian, Muslim, 
Jewish, Christian), and the changing of street names according to religious 
criteria (each district was associated with religious fi gures or spaces linked to a 
specifi c religion). Benedict Anderson would have defi ned these kinds of prac-
tice as ‘the seeds of a territorialization of faiths’.35 Roberto Mazza goes a step 
further and contends that through the agency of the fi rst British governor of 
Jerusalem, Ronald Storrs (1881–1955), London ‘set in motion a social and 
spatial process that aimed at the division and homogenisation of the Old City 
and the city outside the walls according to religion’.36
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No less relevant from a symbolic point of view was the decision taken 
by Storrs to demolish the Ottoman clock tower that stood near the Jaff a 
Gate between 1908 and 1922. In Ottoman eyes, the new clock,37 like electric 
lighting and civic buildings, was symbolic of a new modern-oriented empire 
based on a sense of common citizenship. It mirrored, in other words, the 
vision promoted by the Young Turks in the last part of the nineteenth century 
(and until the Revolution of 1908).

Beyond the specifi c, yet paradigmatic, case of Jerusalem and the Holy 
Land, London policies in former Ottoman lands were based on the prin-
ciple of rethinking and reshaping what it perceived as a ‘millet system’, that 
is, the pillars of the existing legal system inherited by London in 1917. 
British authorities did not only maintain this system, perceived as a stabilis-
ing element and a useful instrument of control, but opted also to broaden 
its scope. Muslims of the former Ottoman Empire were then included in 

Figure 4.3 Th e Ottoman Clock Tower of Jerusalem’s Jaff a Gate, built by the 
Ottomans in 1908 and destroyed by the British in 1922. (Source: American Colony 
Photo Dept photographers. G. Eric and Edith Matson Photograph Collection, 
Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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a new millet and controlled through a number of newly established com-
munal institutions.

Th e decision to extend the scope of the millet system – through the redefi -
nition of the Muslim community as the largest and most infl uential millet, 
and by separating it from Arab Christians (perceived as inherently divided 
by ancestral theological quarrels) – was hardly a feature confi ned only to 
the Middle East. Th e necessity of relying on a ‘system’ was in fact common 
in a number of other imperial contexts. In British Empire’s the ‘jewel in the 
crown’ (India), for instance, the ‘caste system’ was, to a great extent, shaped 
through the integration of a number of useful elements, with the aim of pro-
viding order and stability to the European understanding of Indian culture 
and society. Th is cluster of elements included:

the claims about the nation of the Hindus as a variant of that of the Jews; 
conception of the Brahmin priesthood and its practices as an instance of false 
religion similar to the institutions of Catholicism and Judaism; the idea that 
such institutions deceived the believers into following a set of human fabrica-
tions as though these were divine commandments; the claim that the Hindu 
religion revolved around external ceremonies and concerns about purity and 
pollution.38

In this sense, both the millet and the caste systems can largely be traced back 
to an ancestral inclination very common among human beings: the assump-
tion that local customs are equivalent to laws of nature. Indeed, the tendency 
to standardise the complexity of the ‘other’ – not uncommonly induced by an 
intellectual arrogance unable to grasp realities that were anything but static – 
generated similar misunderstandings even within very diff erent contexts.39 
When, for example, American anthropologist Harold Conklin began to anal-
yse the way in which the Hanunóo of the Philippines classify colours, he was 
at fi rst surprised at the apparent confusion and contradictions; however, this 
subsided as soon as the informants were asked to defi ne oppositions within 
contrasting pairs of colours, rather than separate samples. Even within such a 
framework, there was, then, a more complex logic at work but one which had 
no way of standing out in terms of ‘our system’ and that would have remained 
unknown had Conklin not been equipped with the tools necessary to inter-
pret that particular reality;40 or if, as often used to happen in anthropological 
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studies, the temptation to erase all that resisted the colonial map imposed by 
the ‘authorised observer’ had had the upper hand.41

Returning to the context of the Middle East and the new millet system 
imagined by London: it was developed and implemented in the early stage 
of the post-First World War, when empires were in decline and Woodrow 
Wilson’s rhetoric of national self-determination was at its climax. Th e poli-
cies implemented in this transitional phase aimed primarily at enshrining 
religious diff erences and succeeded at defi ning any form of dissent as the 
expression of ancient religious disputes. In practical terms, the promotion 
of a Muslim communal identity was perceived as a tool for achieving three 
main goals: confi ning Muslim political expression to religious issues; pre-
empting the creation of multireligious nationalist movements and thus 
the rising of a potential pan-Islamic rebellion – in Malaysia, Egypt, India, 
Palestine and elsewhere – against London; and, fi nally, appeasing Muslim 
opinion throughout the British Empire, particularly in India, where infl u-
ential intellectual Muhammad Iqbal worked and was establishing strong ties 
with Muslim communities in Palestine and elsewhere.42

Marginalising ‘Minorities’: Th e Supreme Muslim Council 
as a Case Study

One of the most potent examples of the new approach based on the creation of 
new communal institutions can be found in the establishment of the Supreme 
Muslim Council (al-Majlis al-Islāmī al-A‘alā; SMC), a body with no precedent 
in the history of the region or, because of its numerous ramifi cations, in that 
of Islam. It was established by Herbert Samuel (1870–1963) – the fi rst, con-
troversial,43 British High Commissioner for Palestine – at the end of twelve 
months’ ‘incubation’, on 20 December 1921.44 

Th e new body was to provide a degree of representational autonomy 
to the local Muslim majority, so as to balance the institutions accorded by 
London to the Zionist counterpart, as well as to staunch the growing discon-
tent.45 ‘We have no means’, protested ‘Abdallāh Sa‘īd al-Danaf and ‘Abdel 
Raḥmān el-Danaf in August 1921, ‘to obtain our rights as long as the Justice 
of the British Government rules’.46 In addition to this, the British authori-
ties needed an ‘imperium in imperio’,47 that is, a sort of ‘government within 
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the government’ with which to interact. However, as was predictable in a 
context marked by power vacuums and the absence of any sort of legitimate 
representation, it soon acquired an all-encompassing role. Th e results of this 
did not take long to make themselves felt. ‘Th e present administration of 
Palestine’, lamented the representatives of the Palestine Arab Delegation in a 
letter to British public opinion in 1930, ‘is appointed by His Majesty’s Gov-
ernment and governs the country through an autocratic system in which the 
population has no say’.48

Th e SMC, legally bound to the mandatory power, allowed the person 
appointed by Samuel, Ḥajj Amīn al-Ḥusaynī, to preside over it,49 and to over-
see for good the control of the enormous fl ows of funds from Islamic public 
donations (the public awqāf).50 Th e latter, which were quantifi able, when 

Figure 4.4 Herbert Samuel reading his proclamation at the inauguration of Emir 
Abdullah in Transjordan, 17 April 1921. (Source: American Colony Photo Dept 
photographers. Visual materials from the papers of John D. Whiting Library of 
Congress, Washington DC)
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Ḥajj Amīn took offi  ce, to £100,000 per year, had previously been supervised 
by Istanbul. As clarifi ed in 1935 by the London scholar Beatrice Erskine 
(1860–1948), who was based in Ḥaifā during the years of the mandate, with 
the introduction of the new body, the deployment of those resources went 
completely out of control:

Th e head offi  ce of the Wakf, or Religious Bequests, was in Istanbul in Turkish 
times, and the great wealth attached to it was administrated there under Govern-
ment supervision. After the [First World] War the British Government handed 
over the funds to the Moslems free of all control, and instituted the Moslem 
Supreme Council [. . .] [It] manages eighteen religious courts, with a staff  of two 
hundred and fi fty assistants; superintends six wakf departments, in which fi ve 
hundred and ninety-two men are employed; controls ten schools and a theologi-
cal college, having a total of one thousand six hundred and fi fty students.51

Figure 4.5 Delegation of Arab women protesting against the British policy in 
Palestine, Government House, Jerusalem, 1920s. (Source: American Colony Photo 
Dept photographers. G. Eric and Edith Matson Photograph Collection, Library of 
Congress, Washington DC)
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Besides being able to dispose of enormous sums of money at his own discre-
tion, the new offi  ce enabled al-Ḥusaynī to propose and elect judges, local 
muftīs and the administrators of the waqf (singular of awqāf), and to lay off  
and hire functionaries in the Sharī‘ah Court.52 All these positions were dis-
tributed by the neo-ra’īs al-‘ulamā’ (neo-head of Muslim scholars) to people 
he deemed unconditionally loyal.53 According to an offi  cial protest sent from 
Hebron and signed by several local sheiks:

Many petitions and complaints were submitted by the inhabitants of Pales-
tine to the [British] Secretariat against the President of the Supreme Muslim 
Council [Ḥajj Amīn al-Ḥusaynī] and the improper manner in which he 
administers the Awqaf, Orphan funds and the Sharia Courts. [Th e British] 
Government’s reply to the majority of such petitions was that it cannot 
interfere with Waqf and Sharia aff airs. Such policy cannot be concealed 
from ignorant people (shepherds) as Government has actually interfered 
with the Supreme Moslem Council, by appointing the members of the 
Council. Such an attitude is, indeed, inconsistent with the terms of the 
Palestine Mandate and casts refl ection on the administration of a civilized 
power, such as Great Britain.54

Th e new Supreme Muslim Council – whose infl uence helped, between 1921 
and 1929, to maintain a period of relative calm in Palestine – became a mere 
tool used to strengthen the status of the ‘Grand Muftī’.55 To the religious 
power he wielded, Ḥajj Amīn could, in this way, add an unchallenged politi-
cal role within Palestinian society, preventing it from forming its own rep-
resentational and inclusive institutions. Furthermore, the new council also 
played a decisive part in shaking up the status quo between Christian and 
Muslim Palestinians.

Th e local Muslim demographic component paid a price for the decision 
to centralise all the Islamic institutions in the hands of one person; the Chris-
tian component of the population did as well. Although the latter had always 
been a marginalised minority, it had gradually acquired a more central role 
in the last years of the First World War. It was considered a ‘natural bridge’ 
to Europe in an era in which the ‘Old Continent’ was the political centre 
for all decisions concerning Palestine. As evidence of the renewed focus on 
the Arab Christians and the desire to concentrate on a ‘balance’ between 
the two religions, the fi rst of a long series of Muslim–Christian associations, 
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al-Jam‘īya al-Ahlīya (‘Local Association’), was created in Jaff a. In June 1918, 
it was renamed in Jerusalem as al-Jam‘īya al-Islāmīya al-Masīḥīya (‘Muslim–
Christian Association’), and adopted as its symbol a fl ag with the cross and 
the half-moon held by a woman wearing the traditional black veil (ḥijāb). 
Th e purpose was to underline that the Palestinian struggle in those years was 
not limited solely to the eff orts of Muslims, or just to men.56 Th is movement, 
deemed essential in order to oppose the Zionist threat eff ectively, immedi-
ately became so popular that organisations with the same name were formed 
in Nāblus and many other cities. Most of the leaders of this movement, one 
of whom was the Greek Orthodox intellectual Khalīl Sakānīnī, were careful 
to avoid any explicit defi nition of Arab nationalism in Islamic terms. Th e 
SMC and the powers awarded to Ḥajj Amīn al-Ḥusaynī were a deciding fac-
tor that relegated Christians once again to a marginalised position; it was 
no coincidence that, from 1922 onwards, local leaders appealed increasingly 
frequently to the religious feelings of ordinary people.
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5
Balfour’s ‘Pattern’

If the Turks are left ostensibly in control of Palestine, the country is likely to 
fall, in course of time, under German infl uence. If Germany, or any other 
continental Power, is dominant there, Egypt would be exposed to constant 
menace. Th e best safeguard would be the establishment of a large Jewish 
population, preferably under British protection.1

Herbert Samuel (1870–1963), fi rst British High Commissioner 
for Palestine, 3 October 1917

I notice that the Arab population are spoken of, or included in, ‘the non-
Jewish communities’, which sounds as if there were a few Arab villages in a 
country full of Jews.2

 John Tilley (1869–1952), commenting on a draft of the 
British mandate in Palestine, 19 March 1920

It is for the people to determine the destiny of the territory and not the 
territory the destiny of the people.3

Judge Hardy Cross Dillard (1902–82) in an advisory 
opinion (1975) on the Western Sahara context

James Renton remarks that the Balfour Declaration was the result of the 
misplaced decision of the British authorities to refer to ‘ethnic groups in 

racial and nationalistic terms’.4 Roberto Mazza further notes that ‘the war and 
the British support to Zionism through the Balfour Declaration also proved 
to be a strong impetus to nationalist mobilization’.5

Notwithstanding the diff erent opinions on the matter, it is certain that the 
Balfour’s ‘pattern’ provided a powerful boost to the gradual and cumulative 
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processes of ascribing ethnic or racial identities to the peoples of the region. In 
other words, Britain’s ‘fi xation on segregating and categorising the Ottomans 
into racial hierarchies’ found in the Balfour Declaration its most notorious 
and potent expression.6 Th is assumes a particular relevance if considering the 
use of the ‘distinct race’ paradigm adopted by Balfour himself on occasion of 
his refusal to intercede with the Russian government to request the ceasing of 
the discrimination suff ered by Jews:

It was also to be remembered that the persecutors had a case of their own. 
Th ey were afraid of the Jews, who were an exceedingly clever people [. . .] 
wherever one went in Eastern Europe, one found that, by some way or other, 
the Jew got on, and when to this was added the fact that he belonged to a dis-
tinct race, and that he professed a religion which to the people about him was 
an object of inherited hatred, and that, moreover, he was [. . .] numbered in 
millions, one could perhaps understand the desire to keep him down [. . .] He 
[Balfour] did not say that this justifi ed the persecution, but all these things 
had to be considered.7

It should be noted, within the framework of these words and before focusing 
on the details one of the most debated documents of modern history,8 that 
the general attitude shown by a signifi cant percentage of the British authori-
ties and British public opinion in the years preceding the First World War 
was infl uenced by the age-old attitude of considering Jews, including those 
converted to Christianity, as ‘alien entities’.9 Even where Jews were com-
pletely assimilated or employed in prestigious jobs, they were often consid-
ered as mysterious fi gures to be avoided.10 When referring to Disraeli, Lord 
Salisbury, his direct superior in Parliament, branded him as an ‘unprinci-
pled Jew who had no right to be in the House of Commons’.11 Lord Derby 
(1826–93), foreign secretary in the Disraeli government, underlined that the 
latter believed ‘thoroughly in prestige – as all foreigners do’.12 Herbert Henry 
Asquith (1852–1928), prime minister from 1908 to 1916, was accustomed 
to adopting fi rst names when addressing his colleagues; the exception to this 
approach was embodied by Edwin Montagu (1879–1924), the only Jewish 
member of the British Cabinet at the time of the Balfour Declaration, for 
whom he used epithets such as ‘the Assyrian’, ‘the Hebrew’ or ‘Mr Wu’.13 
Herbert Samuel, another eminent Jew, was dismissed by Prime Minister 
Lloyd George as ‘a greedy, ambitious and grasping Jew with all the worst 
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characteristics of his race’.14 Not surprisingly, Montagu, a fi erce opponent 
of the Balfour Declaration, on 23 August 1917 published a memorandum 
entitled ‘Th e Anti-Semitism of the Present Government’.15

Th ese examples represent only the tip of the iceberg. At the very time that 
the British establishment was laying the foundations for a ‘Jewish national 
home’ in Palestine, some of the most common facets of anti-Semitism found 
one of their most solid bastions in Britain itself. ‘Anti-Semites’, predicted 
Herzl in 1895,16 ‘will become our surest friends’.17

When the Aliens Act was approved on 11 August 1905, Arthur Balfour 
was serving as prime minister. He had come to power three years earlier and 
emerged immediately as a front-rank fi gure in the parliamentary process 
aiming to curtail what a Manchester Evening Chronicle editorial referred to 
as the ‘dirty, destitute, diseased, verminous and criminal foreigner [mainly 
Jews18] who dumps himself on our soil’.19 Just a month before the imple-
mentation of the law – approved with 211 votes for and 59 against – Balfour 
confi rmed to the House of Commons the reasons for his distrust of Jews. 
One of the aspects that worried him the most was their ‘damaging habit’ of 
intermarriage:

Th e right hon. Baronet [Charles Dilke] had condemned the anti-Semitic 
spirit which disgraced a great deal of modern politics in other countries of 
Europe, and declared that the Jews of this country were a valuable element 
in the community [. . .] But he undoubtedly thought that a state of things 
could easily be imagined in which it would not be to the advantage of the 
civilisation of the country that there should be an immense body of persons 
who, however patriotic, able, and industrious, however much they threw 
themselves into the national life, still, by their own action, remained a people 
apart, and not merely held a religion diff ering from the vast majority of their 
fellow-countrymen, but only inter-married among themselves.20

A comparative study based on an analysis of the literary and journalistic writ-
ings of the day shows that the most common racial stereotypes in Central 
Europe had Jews as their main targets. In Britain, on the other hand, black 
people represented the most common victims. In Britain as well, however, 
anti-Semitism was a tolerated and, in some cases, an actively encouraged prac-
tice. A signifi cant amount of nineteenth-century British literature favoured 
the popularisation of the image of the Aryan as opposed to the Semite. Robert 
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Knox (1791–1862), Francis Galton (1822–1911), Karl Pearson (1857–1936) 
and, mutatis mutandis, Hilaire Belloc (1870–1953) and G. K. Chesterton 
(1874–1936) played, in this respect, particularly important roles.21 

Well before the alleged tendency for self-exclusion to which Balfour also 
referred, the main issue that fed anti-Semitic propaganda of the time was 
linked to the myth of an ‘international Jewish conspiracy’. It was popularised 
by two famous literary fakes – Biarritz (1868) and the Protocols of the Elders 
of Zion (1903) – and found ‘valuable’ support in Britain thanks to Arnold 
White’s (1848–1925) Th e Modern Jew (1899) and Joseph Bannister’s England 
under the Jews (1901).

At the end of the First World War, ‘British anti-Semitism’ was channelled 
by focusing on the hypothetical ‘Jewish factor’ that was believed to have trig-
gered the 1917 Bolshevik Revolution. ‘We must not lose sight of the fact’, 
wrote H. Pearson in a dispatch on 2 January 1919, ‘that this movement is 
engineered and managed by astute Jews, many of the criminals, and nearly 
every commissary in Russia is a Jew’.22 In the years preceding the revolution, 
a variant of this anti-Semitic attitude could be detected in what was described 
as ‘the international infl uence exercised by the Jewish race’.23 Th e thesis of the 
‘world domination by the Jews’ was not infrequently proposed, for political 
reasons, also by a certain number of Zionists. ‘Her Majesty’, argued Philipp 
Newlinski (1841–99) in 1897 to the Ottoman authorities in an attempt to 
convince them to accept economic support, ‘could suddenly count on the 
biggest capitalists in the world as well as on the support of all the major 
newspapers of Europe, which are in Jewish hands [qui se trouvent entre les 
mains juives]’.24

Several studies on postcards in the Edwardian era (1901–10) have con-
fi rmed how common anti-Semitism was in early twentieth-century England.25 
But it was between 1917 and 1920 that anti-Semitic theories in Britain and 
elsewhere gained an ‘exceptionally receptive and uncritical atmosphere’.26 
Lloyd George, prime minister in the year of the Balfour Declaration, was 
convinced that Jews would determine the outcome of the First World War 
and that they were the hidden forces behind the Russian Revolution.27

Lloyd George’s opinions were also infl uenced by books, letters and reports 
produced by various members of his cabinet, or fi gures linked to it. In a clear 
allusion to Jews, John Buchan (1875–1940), director of information under 
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his government, wrote that ‘away behind all the governments and the armies 
there was a big subterranean movement going on, engineered by very danger-
ous people’.28 In an introduction to Nahum Sokolow’s (1859–1936) History 
of Zionism, Balfour claimed that Zionism represented ‘a serious endeavour 
to mitigate the age-long miseries created for Western civilisation by the pres-
ence in its midst of a body which it too long regarded as alien and even 
hostile, but which it was equally unable to expel or to absorb’.29 Robert Cecil 
(1864–1958), Balfour’s nephew and undersecretary to the Foreign Offi  ce, 
clarifi ed in March 1916 that he did not think it was easy ‘to exaggerate the 
international power of the Jews’.30 Mark Sykes (1879–1919), the fi gure who 
perhaps more than any other shaped the British pro-Zionist approach in the 
years preceding the mandate for Palestine, declared that ‘with “Great Jewry” 
against us’ there would be no chance of winning the war. Zionism was, in his 
eyes, a powerful force hidden in the shadows, a phenomenon that he defi ned 
as ‘atmospheric, international, cosmopolitan, subconscious and unwritten – 
nay often unspoken – it is not possible to work and think on ordinary lines’.31 
Th ose same Jews whom Sykes had depicted as fat men ‘with big noses’ just 
a few years earlier were now perceived in a diff erent light.32 ‘Jews’, explained 
Sykes in June 1918, ‘could be found in the councils of every state, in every 
business, in every enterprise’.33

Th e opinions expressed by Sykes and other leading fi gures are useful in 
order to throw light on some of the main motives that prompted the London 
establishment to express its support for a ‘Jewish national home’ in Palestine. 
Th e principal reason for this was not to promote British interests in the Otto-
man context. Instead, it was mainly motivated by a desire to set in motion a 
global Zionist propaganda campaign that might attract the support of ‘world 
Jewry’ to the British war eff ort.34

To such considerations can be added a further element that can be sum-
marised in three words: the Old Testament. If, on the one hand, the attitude 
of fi gures such as Balfour, Lloyd George and Churchill towards the Jews and 
Zionism was often based on more or less covert forms of anti-Semitism, on 
the other hand, this was expressed in the form of a deep-rooted philo-Semi-
tism of evangelical and puritan memory.35 Th is was the very same sentiment 
that prompted Balfour to state that the Jews were ‘the most gifted race that 
mankind has seen since the Greeks of the 5th century’,36 and Churchill to 
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argue that they were ‘beyond all question the most formidable and the most 
remarkable race which has ever appeared in the world’.37 Hate and love, philo-
Semitism and anti-Semitism were, yet again, two sides of the same coin.

Framing the Balfour Declaration

In February 1919, Balfour wrote to Lloyd George to underline the ‘weak 
point of our position’ in Palestine. He noted, ‘We deliberately and rightly 
decline to accept the principle of self-determination’.38 In his opin-
ion, Arab-Palestinians were to be considered a minority as compared to 
Jews. ‘In any Palestine Plebiscite’, Balfour argued, ‘the Jews of the world 
must be consulted’.39 Th is point of view was based on three assumptions: 
(1) that the majority of the Jews scattered around the world identifi ed with 
Zionism; (2) that the Jews had been expelled by force from their ‘ancestral 
lands’; (3) that a Jew born in another part of the world could, by their 
very nature, claim equal or superior rights to these lands as compared to a 
Palestinian Arab born and raised in Palestine.

Th e fi rst of these assumptions can be regarded as possible if not, in later 
times, probable. Th e second has been rejected by various authoritative his-
torians and intellectuals, including the doyen of Israeli writers, Abraham 
Yehoshua.40 Doubts have indirectly been thrown on the third point. Albert 
Hourani explained them in the following terms:

Th e Palestinian question is not one of two factions placed on the same level, 
both on the lookout for something more than they deserve, unwilling to 
understand the other side’s point of view and incapable of opening up to 
dialogue without the attentive services of a third party. It is an issue between 
an indigenous population claiming the ordinary and inalienable democratic 
right to decide issues of general interest such as immigration for itself and, 
on the other hand, a minority of immigrants seeking to become a majority 
and to establish a state with the assistance of foreign powers to restrain the 
indigenous inhabitants until such time as they will be in a position to put 
their aims into practice.41

Balfour, as Weizmann confi rmed, had only marginal knowledge of the ele-
ments underlying the Zionist movement.42 And this was even truer as far 
as the Palestinian situation and its local majority was concerned. Th e bulk 
of his assumptions on this issue were linked to Weizmann’s infl uence. Th e 
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future fi rst president of the State of Israel worked hard to implement the 
ethno-religious aspirations of millions of Jews and to explain Zionism’s 
eff orts to create the conditions so that ‘Jews and Arabs can live in mutual 
peace’.43 At the same time, however, he was committed to a strongly denigra-
tory campaign against Palestinian Arabs, perceived as an inferior ‘race’. One 
of his main aims was to persuade the British establishment that the ‘so-called 
Arab question in Palestine’ was not regarded ‘as a serious factor by all those 
who know the local situation fully’.44 A wealth of documents exists that con-
fi rm this attitude. What follows is a dispatch sent to Balfour by Weizmann 
on 4 May 1918:

Th e Arabs who are superfi cially clever and quick witted, worship one thing, 
and one thing only – power and success [. . .] Th e British Authorities [. . .] 
knowing as they do the treacherous nature of the Arab, they have to watch 
carefully and constantly that nothing should happen which might give the 
Arabs the slightest grievance or ground of complaint [. . .] Th e present state 
of aff airs would necessarily tend towards the creation of an Arab Palestine, if 
there were an Arab people in Palestine. It will not in fact produce that result 
because the fellah is at least four centuries behind the times, and the eff endi 
(who, by the way, is the real gainer from the present system) is dishonest, 
uneducated, greedy, and as unpatriotic as he is ineffi  cient.45

Balfour was not indiff erent to these words, all the more so because the then 
foreign secretary, like Shaftesbury more than half a century earlier, had not 
ever seen the lands he talked about nor met the people he referred to so fre-
quently. He visited Palestine for the fi rst time in 1925. On that occasion, he 
presided over the opening of Jerusalem’s Hebrew University, accompanied by 
Vera (1881–1966) and Chaim Weizmann (1874–1952).46

Despite Balfour’s very limited knowledge of the situation in the ground, 
his actions were based on the rock-solid conviction that Zionist ambitions 
were, in his opinion, ‘rooted in age-long traditions, in present needs, in 
future hopes of far profounder import than the desires and prejudices of the 
700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient land’.47 He was fully aware that 
in Palestine ‘we are dealing not with the wishes of an existing community 
but are consciously seeking to reconstitute a new community and defi nitely 
building for a numerical majority in the future’.48
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Th at nearly 90 per cent of the people living in Palestine at the time of 
the First World War – Gilbert Clayton (1875–1929) reported on 5 February 
1918 that the population in Palestine was composed by 573,000 ‘non-Jews’ 
and 66,000 ‘Jews’49 – were not considered a priority by London was further 
confi rmed in the weeks preceding the publication of the Balfour Declaration. 
In the three main meetings in which Lloyd George’s War Cabinet discussed 
the decision, the possibility of an Arab opposition was ‘not discussed or even 
mentioned’.50 Th e idea of consulting the exponents of the local ‘majority’ was 
ignored. In the three meetings referred to, it was instead the anti-Zionist posi-
tions expressed by numerous Jews of the time that attracted attention. Th ere 
were essentially, from London’s perspective, two opposing camps (Zionist 
versus anti-Zionist Jews), a mediator (Britain) and a considerable number of 
more or less passive spectators (Arab-Palestinians). Th e latter were offi  cially 

Figure 5.1 Lord Balfour arrived at Jaff a on 25 March 1925. Hailed by crowds 
at Tel Aviv on the following day. (Source: American Colony Photo Dept 
photographers. Visual materials from the papers of John D. Whiting, Library 
of Congress, Washington DC)
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informed of the Balfour Declaration on 1 May 1920, by General Louis Bols 
(1867–1930), almost three years after it was issued.

Furthermore, a signifi cant percentage of the most authoritative British 
political fi gures who were not part of the War Cabinet considered it best to 
look beyond the problems that might potentially emerge in the area. Balfour 
himself, convinced that the Arabs owed a debt of gratitude to Britain,51 was 
sure that ‘the Arab problem could not be regarded as a serious hindrance in 
the way of the development of a Jewish national home in Dr Weizmann[’s] 
sense’.52 Th is was despite the fact that Nahum Sokolow (1859–1936)53 – the 
future president of the Zionist Organization and the fi gure in pre-First World 
War Britain who held the highest rank among Zionists – and, to an even 
greater extent, Weizmann himself, had been very clear: their objective was to 
bring to Palestine ‘about four to fi ve million Jews within a generation and so 
make Palestine a Jewish country’54 – that is, to make Palestine ‘as Jewish as 
England is English’.55

How such an ambitious plan could be implemented without encounter-
ing the opposition and fears of most of the local population was an issue that 
the British establishment approached only in vague terms. It was, in fact, 
only with the white paper of 1922, a month before the approval of the man-
date for Palestine by the League of Nations, that the British authorities took 
an offi  cial position on these issues.

Indeed, two fi rst-rank fi gures, George Curzon (1859–1925) and Montagu 
tried – motivated by their own personal interests and opinions – to draw 
general attention to the expectations of a large part of the local population. 
Curzon, the only member of the Lloyd George cabinet who made a visit 
to Palestine, pointed out that ‘Arabs are only allowed to look through the 
keyhole as a non-Jewish community’.56 Furthermore, several British offi  -
cials serving in Palestine57 – in some cases motivated by age-old anti-Semitic 
feelings – made clear that the situation on the ground was extremely diff erent 
to that perceived in London.58 Despite these few cases, most of the concerns 
were considered in simplistic terms, or using an approach aiming to empha-
sise the ‘inferiority’ of the local majority.59 ‘I cannot conceal from myself ’, 
wrote Meinertzhagen to Curzon, ‘that Arab fears regarding Zionism are not 
groundless [. . .] only one motive prompts anti-Zionist feeling in Palestine. 
It is the general and very real fear of superior Jewish brains and money.’60 
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Without fully assessing the consequences, in some specifi c but symbolic cir-
cumstances, the British authorities went so far as to refer to Palestine in terms 
of a ‘Judae for the Jews’ and to mock the wishes of the Arab majority.61 ‘If 
the Arabs’, Alfred Milner clarifi ed to Weizmann, ‘think that Palestine will 
become an Arab country, they are very much mistaken’.62 In certain private 
conversations, they went even further, supporting the idea that Palestine 
should become a ‘Jewish homeland and not merely that there be a Jewish 
homeland in Palestine’.63

Only in the years to follow, when these ideas had been subjected to the 
most varied interpretations and had created unreasonable expectations, did 
the British authorities feel the necessity to offi  cially clarify their position and 
to slow the immigratory waves that they themselves had contributed to trig-
gering. Zionism, which until just a few years earlier had been the phenom-
enon on which London had based the bulk of its expectations in relation to 
Palestine, was now becoming something to be managed with caution. ‘Th e 
pro-Zionists of 1917’, in David Fromkin’s words, ‘turn into the anti-Zionists 
of 1921 and 1922’.64

Th e Two Sides of the Tunnel

Commenting on the process that culminated in the Balfour Declaration, 
Nahum Sokolow wrote that it ‘resembled the construction of a tunnel begun 
at two sides at once’.65 Th e fi rst side was composed by the Zionist expo-
nents active in England, with Weizmann and Sokolow in the front ranks. Th e 
second comprised the British authorities who were in favour of the Zionist 
ambitions.

While the beginning of what Isaiah Berlin (1909–97) referred to as a 
‘long and fascinated fl irtation’ between Balfour and Weizmann goes back to 
1905, it was only with the outbreak of the First World War that the condi-
tions for the construction of the ‘tunnel’ were created.66 In the decade before 
the war, contact between the Zionist leadership and the British establishment 
declined drastically. Th is was not because of a reduced interest in Palestine. 
Quite the opposite: the Aqaba incident of 1906 – when British rule in Egypt 
was challenged by Ottoman authority – confi rmed that Palestine was consid-
ered by the Foreign Offi  ce as an indispensable bastion in defence of Egypt. 
Th is ‘cooling off ’ was rather a result of the departure from the political scene 
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of the main exponents of the ‘Uganda proposal’ – Chamberlain resigned in 
September 1903, followed three months later by Prime Minister Balfour; 
Herzl died in July 1904 – and the subsequent advent of a new phase charac-
terised by general apathy regarding Zionist aspirations. Th is was also the case 
for British Jews: among the around 300,000 Jews present in Britain in 1913, 
fewer than 10,000 considered themselves as Zionists.

Alongside this apathy, a certain measure of diffi  dence also developed. Th e 
fact that the Zionist establishment had chosen to build most of its offi  ces in 
Berlin was interpreted in London, and in Paris too, as a dangerous sign of its 
intentions. At the same time, the British government had nothing to gain from 
an open confrontation with the Ottoman authorities: the Young Turks’ rise to 
power in Istanbul following the 1908 Revolution had shown as much intran-
sigence as the sultan had in denying the Jews a ‘national home’ in Palestine.67 

Th e decision to approve the Balfour Declaration was taken by a small, 
elite group of men on the basis of a mixture of political, military and reli-
gious factors. Th e latter, in particular, played a crucial role. Weizmann him-
self, however, aware of the importance of practical aspects, noted that Lloyd 
George, Balfour, Churchill and others were ‘deeply religious [. . .] to them 
the return of the Jewish People to Palestine was a reality, so that we Zionists 
represented to them a great tradition for which they had enormous respect’.68

A comparison with Germany’s approach to the issue can throw much light 
on how ‘unusual’ the modus operandi of the British establishment was. For 
the Germans, Arabs, Jews, Turks, Afghans and Persians were means through 
which to impose a German hegemony. Berlin’s foreign policy was inspired 
by a genuine interest in preserving and strengthening an ideal – which sub-
sequently proved fatal – which has gone down in history by the name of 
Deutschtum, or ‘German-ness’. Th us, and contrary to Britain’s policies, Ger-
man strategies in the Middle East were generally not inspired by suggestions 
linked to the Old Testament.69

Th e extent to which religious considerations aff ected the decisions taken 
at the time is still a matter of debate. What is certain is that the ‘biblical 
predisposition’ showed by the British policymakers of the time was anything 
but a secondary aspect. ‘Biblical prophecy’, as David Fromkin and others 
have observed, ‘was the fi rst and most enduring of the many motives that led 
Britons to want to restore the Jews to Zion’.70
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As many as seven of the ten fi gures who at diff erent periods composed 
the War Cabinet responsible for the decision to issue the Balfour Declaration 
had grown up in Nonconformist families, and one was from a strongly evan-
gelical background. Th e reference to the War Cabinet, sometimes confused 
with the Ministry of War, is noteworthy. Th e decision to establish a ‘national 
home’ – a loosely defi ned expression, which for some was to be intended 
as a non-statual entity,71 while for others it echoed the concept of a ‘Jewish 
state’ – in Palestine was not taken or discussed in the House of Commons or 
in the House of Lords.72 As occurred with other measures taken during the 
First World War, such a decision was adopted behind closed doors by a small 
War Cabinet created in the wake of the uncertainties of the period. In June 
1917, six months after Lloyd George took up residence in Downing Street, 
he created a small council with the purpose of concentrating power in a few 
hands in order to strengthen the war eff ort. It was a particularly radical deci-
sion, considering the traditional British system of parliamentary checks and 
balances. Liberalism, as highlighted by John Turner, was the fi rst victim of 
the war.73

Between 1916 and 1922, Lloyd George was thus the key fi gure behind the 
British strategy in the Eastern Mediterranean. His role was so important that 
more than one historian has wondered if the Balfour Declaration should not 
be renamed the ‘Lloyd George Declaration’.74 His interest in Palestine was 
evident to the extent that he confi ded that it was ‘the one really interesting 
part of the War’.75 His connection with the Old Testament was profound. 
In a famous historic declaration, he claimed to have learnt the names of the 
mountains, rivers and valleys of the Holy Land before those of Wales (where 
he was born) and England.76 Th is declaration was made during his fi rst meet-
ing with Weizmann, the same one that, in April 1919, defi ned the Balfour 
Declaration as ‘our guide’,77 and that, thirty years later, recalled that the then 
British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin (1881–1951) had not succeeded in 
‘destroying what Balfour had created’.78

Messianic Times

One of the fi rst to comprehend the possible consequences of the First World 
War for the Middle East, Palestine included, was Herbert Samuel. In previ-
ous years, the ‘fi rst member of the Jewish community ever to sit in a British 
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Cabinet’,79 as he called himself, had taken a benevolent approach to Zionist 
ideals. Th is, however, was not followed by any concrete steps. He belonged 
to a family that was well integrated into British society of the day and many, 
including Weizmann, believed that he had no particular interest in the Zionist 
cause. Despite all this, Samuel himself suff ered repeated anti-Semitic attacks. 
In 1912, for instance, he was accused of insider trading in the context of the 
‘Marconi scandal’: the mere fact of being Jewish, it seemed, was suffi  cient to 
implicate him in such a scandal.

Beyond the ‘scars’ left by anti-Semitism, it was Turkey’s entry into the war 
(October 1914) that pushed Samuel’s latent proto-Zionism into a progres-
sively more direct commitment.80 On 9 November that same year, only four 
days after Britain and France declared war on Turkey, Samuel met with the 
then Foreign Secretary Edward Grey (1862–1933). In contrast to what had 
occurred in March of the previous year, when Sokolow (1859–1936) had 
been received at the Foreign Offi  ce by second-rank fi gures, Zionist inter-
ests were now being promoted by one of the most infl uential members of 
the government. ‘Perhaps’, Samuel explained to Grey on that occasion, ‘the 
opportunity might arise for the fulfi llment of the ancient aspiration of the 
Jewish people and the restoration [in Palestine] of a Jewish state’.81 Th e sup-
port for this plan would have attracted Jewish public opinion in favour of the 
Allied cause, facilitating, at the same time, British imperial ambitions. ‘Th e 
geographical situation of Palestine’, Samuel emphasised, ‘and especially its 
proximity to Egypt would render its goodwill to England a matter of impor-
tance to the British Empire’.82

Istanbul was now perceived as an enemy that London no longer had an 
interest in protecting. Zionism, on the other hand, appeared to Grey as a tool 
to weaken Turkish infl uence in the Eastern Mediterranean. ‘Th e [Zionist] idea’, 
wrote Samuel reporting Grey’s opinion, ‘had always had a strong sentimental 
attraction for him’.83 Grey’s cautious enthusiasm – in early 1916, he seriously 
considered the idea of drawing up a document in favour of the creation of an 
‘autonomous Jewish settlement’ in Palestine – induced Samuel to sound out 
the opinions of the then Chancellor of the Exchequer Lloyd George.84 Samuel 
knew that Lloyd George had already worked together with the Zionist move-
ment in 1903. Th e law fi rm he led at the time had prepared the draft that 
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should have made Chamberlain’s ‘Uganda proposal’ concrete. Lloyd George, as 
the Jewish Chronicle reported two years later, was already ‘an ardent believer in 
the Zionist Movement’.85

Th e reaction of the future prime minister to Samuel’s words was thus 
largely foreseeable. Lloyd George expressed himself ‘very keen to see a Jewish 
State established there [Palestine]’ and asked Samuel to prepare a memoran-
dum on the subject to be forwarded to the other cabinet members.86 In one of 
those coincidences that rarely happens in history, in the same days in which 
Samuel was working on drawing up his memorandum, Charles Prestwich 
Scott (1846–1932), ‘the soul of the Manchester Guardian’, managed to put 
him in direct contact with Weizmann. In a meeting between the two on 10 
December 1915, Samuel made a reference to the memorandum about the 
possible creation of a Jewish state in Palestine that he was preparing for Prime 
Minister Asquith. He went further, declaring his hope to ‘rebuild the Temple 
[of Jerusalem], as a symbol of Jewish unity’.87 A mixture of incredulity and 
emotion overwhelmed Weizmann. ‘Messianic times’, he wrote to his wife, 
‘have really come’.88

Th ese and other factors convinced Weizmann that the situation was 
potentially an epoch-defi ning one – a sensation that was heightened by his 
fi rm conviction that Palestine would soon pass under London’s direct con-
trol.89 After making contact with Samuel, as well as with Scott and various 
members of Rothschild’s entourage, Weizmann decided to turn to Arthur 
Balfour, foreign secretary from December 1916, with whom he had talked 
about Zionism eight years earlier in Manchester, shortly before the 1905/6 
general elections.

Balfour, like many infl uential people of his generation, believed that 
‘subaltern races’ had existed from time immemorial and that it was reason-
able to expect that ‘diff erent and unequal they are destined to remain’.90 
Furthermore, he was convinced that Jews had been an enduring source of 
misfortune for ‘Western civilization’ and that Zionism could become an 
‘instrument of Providence’.91 Th e coexistence of these three factors – a ‘sub-
altern race’ (Arab-Palestinians), an ‘instrument of Providence’ (Zionism) 
and empathy with the history of ‘God’s ancient people’ (the Jews) – made 
Balfour, from Weizmann’s point of view, an ideal point of reference. Th is 
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feeling was reinforced on 12 December 1914, when, two days after meet-
ing Samuel, Weizmann crossed the threshold of Balfour’s private residence 
for an hour and a half of discussions. ‘Balfour’, Weizmann wrote, ‘remem-
bered everything we discussed eight years ago’.92 When the Zionist leader 
complained about the slowdown that the war had apparently imposed on 
Zionist plans, the future foreign secretary confi dently replied: ‘You may 
get your things done much quicker after the war’.93

While the outcome could not, in any sense, have been taken for granted, 
the process that only two years later would culminate in the Balfour Declara-
tion had begun to take shape. On 15 January 1915, Weizmann met Lloyd 
George at Downing Street. ‘When Dr Weizmann was talking of Palestine’, 
Lloyd George confessed to Dorothy Rothschild, ‘he kept bringing up place 
names which were more familiar to me than those of the Western Front’.94 
Less than two weeks later, Samuel was ready to present his fi rst memorandum 
to the cabinet:

Th e course of events opens a prospect of change, at the end of the war, in the 
status of Palestine. Already there is a stirring among the twelve million Jews 
scattered throughout the countries of the world. A feeling is spreading with 
great rapidity that now, at last, some advance may be made, in some way, 
towards the fulfi lment of the hope and desire, held with unshakable tenacity 
for eighteen hundred years, for the restoration of the Jews to the land to which 
they are attached by ties almost as ancient as history itself [. . .] I am assured 
that the solution of the problem of Palestine which would be much the most 
welcome to the leaders and supporters of the Zionist movement throughout 
the world would be the annexation of the country to the British Empire [. . .] 
It is hoped that under British rule facilities would be given to Jewish organisa-
tions to purchase land, to found colonies, to establish educational and religious 
institutions, and to spend usefully the funds that would be freely contributed 
for promoting the economic development of the country.95

Samuel’s words provoked a mixed reaction, but the most infl uential response, 
that of Prime Minister Asquith, left no room for doubt: ‘I am not attracted’, 
he wrote to his confi dante Venetia Stanley (1887–1948), ‘by this proposed 
addition to our responsibilities’.96 Asquith considered Samuel’s pronounce-
ments as a ‘lyrical outburst’ and Zionism as an unattainable fantasy;97 he 
declared himself willing to consider a new memorandum on the subject on 
condition that it was less ‘dithyrambic’ and more practicable.98 
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On 13 March 1915, Asquith’s cabinet gathered to discuss the future of 
Palestine from the perspective of the new memorandum outlined by Samuel. 
It was a highly symbolic meeting. In the new memorandum, which bor-
rowed from the earlier one to a considerable extent, the author was careful to 
underline the need to guarantee the rights of the ‘non-Jewish population’. He 
also erased the word ‘annexation’ and reiterated the need to create a British 
protectorate in Palestine. For greater clarity, right from his opening com-
ments, Samuel outlined fi ve possible scenarios: (1) the inclusion of Palestine 
in the French sphere of infl uence; (2) the retention of Turkish power there; 
(3) an internationalisation of the region; (4) its annexation to Egypt; and 
(5) the creation of a British protectorate to safeguard the incorporation of the 
Jews. Th e latter alternative was, in Samuel’s eyes, the only one worthy of real 
consideration. ‘Th e establishment of a great European Power so close to the 
Suez Canal’, he wrote, ‘would be a continual and a formidable menace to the 
essential lines of communication of the British Empire’.99

Such a formula was adopted by Samuel after careful consultation with 
several prominent fi gures. Among them were the head rabbi of the English 
Sephardic community, Moses Gaster (1856–1939), Grey and Weizmann, 
who already and with good reason considered him as the backbone of 
Zionist ambitions.100 ‘You were good enough’, wrote Weizmann to Samuel 
on 21 March 1915, ‘to guide us up to now, and I am sure you will continue 
to help us. We look to you and to your historical rôle which you are playing 
and will play in the redemption of Israel’.101

Samuel’s second memorandum attracted the unconditional, and in many 
ways predictable, support of Lloyd George,102 to whom the Zionist Review 
assigned ‘the foremost place inside the Cabinet among the architects of this 
great decision [the Balfour Declaration]’.103 Despite having such an authori-
tative supporter, the majority of Samuel’s colleagues – with a few impor-
tant exceptions embodied by Lord Haldane (1856–1928) and the Marquis 
of Crewe (1858–1945) – received Samuel’s proposals with hostility. Edwin 
Montagu, Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, in particular, accused 
him of having overemphasised the strategic importance of the region and 
downplayed the issue of ‘racial homogeneity’.104 ‘Palestine in itself ’, wrote 
Montagu to Asquith on 16 March 1915, ‘off ers little or no attraction to Great 
Britain from a strategical or material point of view’.105 He also pointed out 
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that there was no ‘Jewish race now as a homogeneous whole’.106 Like many 
other Jews, English or otherwise,107 Montagu considered ‘the Jews as a reli-
gious community and himself as a Jewish Englishman’;108 the rift between 
assimilationist Jews and Zionists had reached the point of no return.109

In the weeks and months that followed the presentation of the new mem-
orandum, Samuel, despite the paltry results, kept up his personal mission. 
Many years later, Edwin ‘Nebi’ Samuel (1898–1978) noted that his father 
understood the dynamics and complexity of the issue earlier, and more com-
prehensively, than anyone else, Weizmann included.110 While he could not 
count on the support of authoritative fi gures such as Asquith, Montagu and 
Kitchener, Samuel managed, nonetheless, to place Zionism at the heart of 
Britain’s political agenda.

Mark Sykes’s ‘Door of Hope’

Th e ‘door of hope’ was Sokolow’s way to refer to the door of Mark Sykes’s 
offi  ce. Sokolow considered him as ‘one of the most valiant champions of 
Zionism’.111 Over the years, in fact, Sykes made himself into a vital trait 
d’union between the Zionist leaders and the Foreign Offi  ce. ‘It was he’, 
Weizmann wrote later about Sykes, ‘who guided our work into more offi  cial 
channels’.112

Th ere was nothing inevitable about the process that moved Sykes towards 
Zionism. His fi rst writings on the matter confi rm that he had a low opinion 
of Jews, comparable only to his opinion of Armenians. ‘Even Jews’, noted 
Sykes at the turn of the century, ‘have their good points, but Armenians have 
none.’113 According to Fromkin, from his earliest schooldays, Sykes devel-
oped an ‘almost excessive fear’ of Jews.114 Particular targets of his disdain were 
‘assimilationist Jews’. He supplemented his dislike of Armenians and Jews 
with a powerful aversion to Arabs, with whom he had come into contact 
since childhood during the travels that he made in the region with his father, 
Tatton Sykes (1826–1913). In his writings, Arabs of cities such as Mosul, 
Hama, Homs and Damascus were described as ‘insolent yet despicable’ and 
‘one of the most deplorable pictures one can see in the East’,115 while the 
Bedouins – specifi cally the vast Shammar tribe – were considered on a par 
with ‘animals’, ‘rapacious, greedy’.116

Th e hostility Sykes reserved for Jews, Armenians and Arabs is worthy of 
particular note if only because, with the onset of the First World War, the 
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causes espoused by these peoples actually found in him a powerful cham-
pion. In taking on this new role, Sykes – who maintained considerable prej-
udices regarding Arabs – was not inspired by a ‘Guevarian approach’.117 It 
was practical considerations that mattered to him. He aimed, in particular, 
to halt the German advance towards the East and to create a sort of Arab–
Jewish–Armenian ‘buff er zone’ between the Turko-German front and that 
was made up by Iran (Persia), Egypt and India.118

Th e Zionist cause quickly became a priority towards which Sykes chan-
nelled most of his energies. It was Samuel’s memorandum that instilled in 
him the idea that this movement could be a suitable tool to reinforce British 
ambitions in Palestine and elsewhere. ‘I read the memorandum’, clarifi ed 
Sykes to Samuel shortly before departing for Russia, ‘and have committed it 
to memory’.119 Th ese words were written in February 1916, when Sykes was 
fresh from the negotiations with Georges-Picot (1870–1951), from which 
the secret Sykes–Picot agreement to divide up the region into spheres of 
infl uence developed. Th e strategic and symbolic importance of Palestine 
made it an area of considerable signifi cance for both powers. It was decided 
to place it under international supervision, although both London and Paris 
considered the decision a provisional measure. Th e ambiguous contents 
of the Ḥusayn–McMahon correspondence and the equally evasive Balfour 
Declaration demonstrate, with the benefi t of hindsight, that the decisions 
made at the time were not the upshot of clear strategies and, in quite a 
few cases, did not involve binding commitments. ‘It is not unthinkable’, 
commented the founder of the Hebrew University, Judah Leon Magnes 
(1877–1948), a few years later, ‘that governments in war time should, 
unfortunately, make contradictory promises and declarations’.120

Sykes was aware of the connection that bound many of the Zionist 
leaders to London. As pointed out by Clayton, the ‘Zionists who follow 
Dr Weizmann are strongly pro-British’.121 It was only at the beginning of 
1917 – when Sykes, through an Armenian anti-Semite by the name of 
James Aratoon Malcolm (1865–1952), met Weizmann and Sokolow for the 
fi rst time and established daily contact with them – that he was able to 
ascertain the reliability of his contacts.122 It was then that Sykes realised the 
extent to which Zionist plans coincided with British strategies. On the one 
hand, both Weizmann and Sokolow had declared themselves opposed to an 
Anglo-French ‘cohabitation’ in Palestine. On the other, they supported the 
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implementation of a British trusteeship. London could now demonstrate to 
France that it enjoyed the full support of one of the two main actors in the 
region. Zionism was thus becoming a formidable instrument in strengthen-
ing Britain’s position, freeing London from the provisions of the Sykes–
Picot agreement. In Sykes’s own words:

if the French agree to recognize Jewish Nationalism and all that carries with it 
as a Palestine political factor, I think it will prove a step in the right direction, 
and will tend to pave the way to Great Britain being the appointed Patron of 
Palestine.123

In the space of a few months – thanks also to the role played by James 
Aratoon Malcolm and Aaron Aaronsohn (1876–1919),124 a Zionist spy in 
Britain’s service – Sykes transformed himself into an indefatigable cham-
pion of Zionism, going so far as to declare that Zionists embodied ‘now the 
key of the situation’,125 and that those Jews who opposed the movement 
were nothing more than ill-concealed supporters of Turko-German ambi-
tions.126 Sokolow believed that Sykes was born ‘to work with us Hebrews 
for Zionism’.127 Indeed, more than ever, Sykes was committed to serve 
‘the chaotic pluralism of British interests’.128 It was thanks to him that the 
creation of a ‘buff er Jewish State’ in Palestine as ‘strategically desirable for 
Great Britain’ came to be perceived as an increasingly established fact.129 
Years later, Leo Amery (1873–1955) – a Zionist stalwart in Lloyd George’s 
new cabinet secretariat – described Sykes’s role in the following terms:

Sykes soon persuaded me that from the purely British point of view a pros-
perous Jewish population in Palestine owing its inception and its opportunity 
of development to British policy, might be an invaluable asset as a defence of 
the Suez Canal against attack from the North and as a station on the future 
air-routes to the East.130

Garden Suburb, the Turning Point

On the morning of 26 January 1917, Neil Primrose (1882–1917) – par-
liamentary secretary to the Treasury who died in action in Palestine eleven 
months later – participated in a work lunch together with Lloyd George. 
‘“What about Palestine?”, asked Primrose. “Oh!” replied Lloyd George, “We 
must grab that; we have made a beginning.”’131

5974_Kamel.indd   1365974_Kamel.indd   136 15/04/20   5:58 PM15/04/20   5:58 PM



balfour’s ‘pattern’   | 137

Lloyd George had taken up service in Downing Street just fi fty days ear-
lier. Nonetheless, in comparison to the previous government, the changes 
that had occurred were already huge. A powerful image to mark this tran-
sitional period was published by the weekly Punch magazine: Lloyd George 
was portrayed dressed as an orchestra conductor working on the ‘Opening of 
the 1917 Overture’.132

Th e ‘orchestra’ created by the new prime minister was soon embodied by 
a small War Cabinet. Its members met 200 times in the fi rst 235 days of its 
existence alone. Since their fi rst meetings, they expressed the fi rm belief that 
the war could only be won if ‘the willingness of the German government and 
people to continue the war had been extinguished’.133

Th e need to mark a turning point in British strategy was dictated by 
the dispiriting results of Allied eff orts in the fi rst two years of the war. Th e 
Asquith government, in particular, had shown worrying weakness. Th is was 
even more evident considering Asquith’s playing-for-time approach and the 
surfeit of members (as many as twenty-two) making up his cabinet. In order 
to summarise the change of pace that occurred with the arrival of Lloyd 
George’s new cabinet, it is enough to point out that, just a few days after he 
took up his post, General Archibald Murray (1860–1945), head of the Brit-
ish Army in Egypt, was asked to supply his proposals in light of a possible 
intervention in Palestine.

Th e fall of Asquith’s government on 5 December 1916 coincided with 
Herbert Samuel’s resignation. Th is could have represented a major blow for 
Zionist ambitions. Very soon, however, the new government off ered new 
opportunities for the relaunching of Zionist aims. Asquith never met Weiz-
mann and was consistently cold to Zionist expectations. Th e new prime 
minister, Lloyd George, and his foreign minister, Balfour, showed, on the 
contrary, a long-standing interest in Zionist ambitions and had long been in 
contact with its leaders.

It was, however, the composition of the War Cabinet and the mecha-
nisms at its disposal that contributed the most to revolutionising the British 
approach to Palestine. Th e cabinet was initially made up of the four minis-
ters most directly involved in the war eff ort – Alfred Milner, George Cur-
zon, Andrew Bonar Law (1858–1923) and Arthur Henderson (1863–1935). 
Five other infl uential fi gures were added between 1917 and 1919, including 
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Edward Carson (1854–1935), George Barnes (1859–1940) and Jan Chris-
tiaan Smuts.134

Two further bodies were set up to support the War Cabinet. Th e Garden 
Suburb (its name taken from the courtyard garden within the prime minis-
ter’s residence where the meetings took place) was a sort of prime-ministerial 
think tank; and the Cabinet Secretariat, with Maurice Hankey (1877–1963) 
at its head, which could count on the contributions of Sykes, Amery and 
William Ormsby-Gore (1885–1964), the last two appointed on the initia-
tive of Milner and destined to play important parts in support of Zionism. 
Philip Kerr (1882–1940), Lloyd George’s private secretary, was also part of 
the group and shared the opinion that, in Weizmann’s words, ‘a reconstructed 
Palestine [or a Jewish Palestine] will become a very great asset to the British 
Empire’.135

Th e fi rst tangible consequence of the government change was the new 
role played by Sykes, whom Ormsby-Gore called ‘the chief motive force in 
London behind the British Government’s Near Eastern policy in the war’.136 
From this point onwards, Sykes counted on greater room for manoeuvre and 
direct, ongoing access to the most infl uential ministers. A second, and in 
many ways even more momentous, turn of events took place with the rise of 
Alfred Milner who quickly established himself as the most infl uential mem-
ber of Lloyd George’s War Cabinet.

Milner, who at the beginning of the century was heavily involved in set-
ting up the concentration camps in which no fewer than 26,000 Boer women 
and children and 14,000 black South Africans died, had demonstrated since 
Herzl’s time a genuine interest in the fortunes of the Jews.137 Nonetheless, 
his conversion to the ‘Zionist creed’ took place only after reading Samuel’s 
‘Memorandum on the future of Palestine’. ‘It contains suggestions’, wrote 
Milner to Samuel in January 1917, ‘which are new to me’.138 He added that, 
of the various alternatives proposed by Samuel, ‘the one which you yourself 
favour certainly appears to me the most attractive’.139 Th e memorandum 
advocated creating a British protectorate in Palestine, and Milner was referring 
to this option. However, there was little room for idealistic gestures. Milner, 
clarifi ed the British ambassador in Paris Francis Bertie (1844–1919), ‘is not a 
Zionist engagé; he only hopes that the adoption of Zionism will benefi t us’.140 
In Milner’s eyes, Zionism did not imply the establishment of a Jewish state in 
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Palestine but rather the creation there of a vaguely defi ned ‘Jewish home’, or 
an ‘autonomous Jewish community’.141 Similarly vague concepts were later 
used in the Balfour Declaration – whose terminology was largely dictated by 
Milner himself – which in 1922 was interpreted in fi fty-two diff erent ways by 
the League of Nations.142

Once again, then, imperial interests and the requirements of war took 
precedence in dictating London’s agenda. Washington’s entrance into the 
war (2 April 1917) encouraged the British authorities to support a massive 
pro-Zionist propaganda campaign in the USA.143 Furthermore, the rise to 
power of the Bolsheviks in Russia – perceived by Berlin as a chance to get St 
Petersburg out of the war – compelled the British government to consider 
Sykes’s strategy with growing urgency. Zionism thus became a crucial factor 
in supporting the British war eff ort and a tool to keep Paris out of Palestine.

London’s gradual movement from a generally favourable position to an 
increasingly offi  cial encouragement of Zionist strategies was also bolstered, 
in this period, by the events unfolding in the region. Th e failures of the 
British Army during the First (26 March 1917) and the Second (19 April) 
War of Gaza campaigns convinced London of the need to reformulate the 
Palestine campaign and make it more incisive. Th ere existed a growing risk 
of losing contact with the Palestinian front, particularly now that the Rus-
sian collapse would have allowed Constantinople to redeploy a consider-
able number of its troops. In April 1917, then, the War Cabinet took the 
decision to advocate the intensifi cation of its eff orts to capture Jerusalem 
and expel the Turks from Palestine once and for all. ‘We realized’, recalled 
Lloyd George about a meeting that took place on 2 April 1917, ‘the moral 
and political advantages to be expected from an advance on this front, and 
particularly from the occupation of Jerusalem’.144 Th is aim required a more 
resolute leadership but also a clearer stance on the approach to be taken 
towards Zionism and its leaders.145

Both aspects were taken on by the War Cabinet in the months that fol-
lowed. On 27 June, General Allenby was appointed to replace Murray as 
head of the British forces in Egypt. Th e new chief of staff  quickly earned the 
respect of his soldiers by regularly visiting the troops at the front and mov-
ing his army headquarters from Cairo to the ‘less reassuring’ Rafah. At the 
same time, over the weeks to follow, the British authorities, after requesting 
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Zionist leaders to publicly display their support, began to discuss the pos-
sibility of issuing an offi  cial declaration supporting the creation of a Jewish 
‘national home’ in Palestine.

Already, on 13 June 1917, Ronald Graham (1870–1949), head of 
the Foreign Offi  ce’s Middle-Eastern aff airs section, intimated to Balfour 
the need to ‘secure all the political advantage we can out of our connec-
tion with Zionism’,146 adding that this would have Russia.147 Moreover, 
Graham declared that the moment had come to satisfy the ambitions of 
the Zionists and that it was thus desirable to supply them with ‘an assur-
ance that His Majesty’s Government are in general sympathy with their 
aspirations’.148 More than simply desirable, Graham’s recommendation 
seemed, in many ways, a pressing necessity. As Zionist leaders made every 
eff ort to demonstrate, Berlin’s authorities were committed ‘to work upon 
the Zionists in Germany’ in order to match the interests of the two parties. 
‘Further delay’, clarifi ed Cecil to Balfour, ‘may [. . .] throw the Zionists 
into the arms of the Germans who would only be too ready to welcome 
this opportunity’.149

Balfour reacted to these solicitations by asking Rothschild and Weizmann 
to put forward a formula that the then foreign minister intended to present 
to the War Cabinet. Increasingly detailed proposals followed over the next 
few weeks. Rothschild, after a month of talks with Sokolow and Sykes, asked 
for an explicit declaration in which the British government offi  cially declared 
its acceptance of ‘the principle that Palestine should be reconstituted as the 
National Home for the Jewish people’.150 Th is formula was positively received 
by Balfour, while Milner, opposing the use of the term ‘reconstituted’,151 sup-
plied two alternative drafts. In the fi rst one, submitted to the attention of the 
War Cabinet in August 1917, the expression ‘Palestine as a National home’ 
was substituted with the less binding and more realistic prospect of a ‘home 
in Palestine’.152 Th e second, presented two months later, referred to the set-
ting up ‘in Palestine of a National Home for the Jewish Race’.153

Th e heated debates that followed – Lord Curzon asked how it was pro-
posed to free Palestine ‘of the existing majority of Mussulman inhabitants’ 
and introduce ‘the Jews in their place’154 – convinced the members of the 
War Cabinet to submit the second Milner proposal to the attention of Presi-
dent Wilson (whom Balfour described as being ‘extremely favourable to the 

5974_Kamel.indd   1405974_Kamel.indd   140 15/04/20   5:58 PM15/04/20   5:58 PM



balfour’s ‘pattern’   | 141

[Zionist] Movement’155) as well as to the leaders of the Zionist movement 
and to some anti-Zionist representatives of the British Jewish community. 
Ten individuals were consulted, six of whom – Rothschild, Weizmann, H. 
Samuel, Sokolow, Joseph H. Herz (1872–1946), the chief rabbi of Great 
Britain, and Stuart Samuel (1856–1926), the head of the Jewish Board of 
Deputies – were in favour of the declaration, while four others – C. G. Mon-
tefi ore, Montagu, Leonard L. Cohen (1888–1973), the head of the Jewish 
Board of Guardians, and MP Philip Magnus (1842–1933) – were against it.

Rabbi Herz, in particular, expressed ‘the profoundest gratifi cation’ with 
the intentions shown by the cabinet. Rothschild emphasised that the draft 
constituted ‘a slur on Zionism’ in that it posited a possible ‘danger to non-
Zionists’.156 Cohen objected that it implied ‘that the Jews are a nation, which 
I deny’.157 Weizmann expressed his gratitude but asked for the term ‘estab-
lishment’ to be replaced with ‘re-establishment’.158

After evaluating the diff erent points of views expressed by pro- or anti-
Zionist Jews, Balfour declared that there was no time to be lost. Despite 
the various stances, the opinion was now widespread that ‘from a purely 
diplomatic and political point of view’, it was desirable to move towards 
issuing a declaration ‘favourable to the aspirations of the Jewish national-
ists’.159 A formula was found, thanks, in particular, to the eff orts of Amery 
and Milner, which appeared to take into account the various objections 
without ‘impairing the substance of the proposed declaration’.160 On the 
morning of 31 October 1917 – the same day on which Allenby launched 
the military operation that, one week later and thanks also to the use 
of asphyxiating gas against enemy positions,161 led to Gaza falling into 
British hands – Chaim Weizmann sat in the waiting room in front of 
the War Cabinet. A few hours later, his companion in a thousand bat-
tles, Mark Sykes, came to the door. ‘Dr Weizmann’, he exclaimed with no 
attempt to conceal his emotion, ‘it’s a boy!’

His Majesty’s government view with favour the establishment in Palestine 
of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeav-
ours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood 
that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights 
of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political 
status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.162
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Weizmann immediately expressed his opposition to this formula. Th e trouble 
was, it referred to the creation of a ‘Jewish national home’ in Palestine. Th us, 
if the ‘national home’ was to become a state at some point in the future, 
it would have to be ‘either a binational state or a state in only a part of 
Palestine’.163 Furthermore, the declaration recognised the civil and religious 
rights of the local ‘non-Jewish communities’. Th is clarifi cation, added to the 
draft on explicit request of Curzon and Montagu, together with an aware-
ness that the declaration did not permit to the Zionists to claim the whole of 
Palestine, was commented on by Weizmann in the following terms:

Figure 5.2 Regimental standard presented to defenders of Gaza for repulsing the fi rst 
British attack, 1917. (Source: American Colony Photo Dept photographers. Visual 
materials from the papers of John D. Whiting, Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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A comparison of the two texts – the one approved by the Foreign Offi  ce 
and the Prime Minister, and the one adopted on 4 October, after Montagu’s 
attack – shows a painful recession from what the Government itself was pre-
pared to off er. Th e fi rst declares that ‘Palestine should be reconstituted as the 
national home of the Jewish people.’ Th e second speaks of ‘the establishment 
in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish race’. Th e fi rst adds only that 
the ‘Government will use its best endeavours to secure the achievement of this 
object and will discuss the necessary methods with the Zionist Organization’; 
the second introduced the subject of the ‘civil and religious rights of the exist-
ing non-Jewish communities’ in such a fashion as to impute possible oppres-
sive intentions to the Jews, and can be interpreted to mean such limitations 
on our work as completely to cripple it.164

In the space of little more than a month, in order to bring to practical frui-
tion and optimise the expectations contained in the Balfour Declaration, 
the Foreign Offi  ce set up a special section within the Department of Infor-
mation with the task of producing and distributing Anglo-Zionist propa-
ganda material. Albert Hyamson, a Zionist Jew who later, after serving in 
Mandatory Palestine as head of the Immigration Department, became an 
anti-Zionist, was called in as head of the new section. Th anks to the tireless 
work of the new team led by Hyamson, thousands of leafl ets, fi lms and books 
were circulated among the Jewish communities scattered around the world. 
Furthermore, countless pamphlets and booklets were dropped into Austrian 
and German cities in order to attract the sympathies of Jewish soldiers fi ght-
ing on the front line. ‘Palestine’, promised the leafl ets, ‘must be the national 
home of the Jewish people once more [. . .] Remember! An Allied victory 
means the Jewish people’s return to Zion.’165

Beyond its more practical political and geostrategical eff ects, the ‘Balfour’s 
pattern’ powerfully accelerated the process of homogenisation of the region 
and the ethnocentric drives of most of the nation-states that replaced the 
Ottoman Empire. Th is enabled a further ‘process of familiarisation’ of the 
region and its inhabitants, that is, the tendency to translate the other into 
terms more ‘familiar’ and comprehensible to the self. Such dynamics devel-
oped hand in hand with the increasing Western penetration in the region and 
reached its apex in the fi ve years immediately following the end of the First 
World War, on which the next two chapters will focus.
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6
The Racialisation of Middle 

Eastern People

Whereas Ottomans presupposed that cultural diff erence within society was a 
given, Westerners tended to proceed from a diametrically opposite position, 
seeing societal homogeneity as normative and the Babel-like conditions in the 
Near East as symptomatic of societal degeneration.1

Nicholas Doumanis

We are getting reports that the Arabs in territory occupied by us are beginning 
to forget what they suff ered under the Turks [. . .] Gratitude in the East is 
largely limited by what you get out of people in hard cash!2

William Ormsby-Gore

The First World War claimed the lives of 9 million soldiers and around 
7 million civilians. While American President Woodrow Wilson believed 

that the enormity of such a catastrophe required peace without conditions, 
Lloyd George was persuaded that a war of such magnitude demanded annex-
ations and indemnities to an extent never seen before. 

While the war was still underway, many people began to wonder what 
new instruments could be created to prevent such disasters from happen-
ing again.3 In his ‘Fourteen points’, drafted in collaboration with Edward 
M. House and presented before the US Senate on 8 January 1918, Wilson 
expressed the intention to create an entity that would join various nations 
together in order to provide reciprocal guarantees ‘of political independence 
and territorial integrity to great and small states alike’ (point 14). Th e roots 
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of this idea were not new in themselves. In the Nouveau Cynée, a pioneering 
work by the French monk Émeric Crucé (1590?–1648), the features of a 
‘Universal League of Nations’ capable of refusing war as a means for resolving 
international disputes were outlined. However, Wilson’s ideas were advanced 
at the end of a war of unprecedented scale. What is more, they were under-
girded by the idea that ‘all national aspirations shall be accorded the utmost 
satisfaction’, as well as by the ambition to apply the ‘Monroe Doctrine’ 
(‘America for Americans’) globally. 

In order to outline his programme in detail, Wilson followed the advice of 
Th e Inquiry, a research group, which he created in September 1917, chaired 
by House and with Walter Lippman (1889–1974) as research director. Far 
more defi nitive, however, was the input of Jan Christiaan Smuts, author of 
the 1918 memorandum ‘Th e League of Nations: A Practical Suggestion’. 
Wilson himself confi rmed having rewritten the founding draft of the League 
of Nations ‘in the light of a paper by General Smuts, who seemed to have 
done some very clear thinking in regard to what was to be done to the pieces 
of the dismembered empires’.4

Despite being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1919 and having 
gone down in history as the president who best represented the people’s 
right to self-determination (a rather ambiguous concept), Wilson was a 
controversial fi gure.5 His administration reinstated the practice of racial 
segregation, abolished by Abraham Lincoln (1809–65) in 1863, within 
the federal government.6 It was under his two terms, moreover, that it 
became common practice to require photos for those looking for jobs, in 
order to determine their race. Wilson, in fact, was convinced that racial 
segregation was not humiliating and that it had been adopted to benefi t 
black people.7

Th is aspect is important in that it provides a point of connection between 
the US president and the fi gure which, as noted, inspired the founding draft 
of the League of Nations. For most of his political life, Smuts was also an 
open supporter of racial segregation. In 1929, he endorsed the idea of creat-
ing separate institutions for whites and blacks, a prelude to the subsequent 
proposal of the practice of apartheid. Like many other fi gures of his era, 
Smuts was persuaded by the idea that ‘these children of nature [Africans] 
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have not the inner toughness and persistence of the European, not those 
social and moral incentives to progress which have built up European civiliza-
tion in a comparatively short period’.8

In the country of John Locke (1632–1704) and John Stuart Mill 
(1806–73), the idea that freedom was a man’s natural condition was quite 
widespread. It was held, however, that, as Mill had already clarifi ed in On 
Liberty (1859), this criterion was to be applied selectively: only ‘mature’ 
human beings, in full possession of their faculties, could aspire to that 
status. Th e ‘immature’ included not only children but entire ‘races’ which 
were not completely civilised, lacking the necessary qualities of a demo-
cratic citizen. Th is was also a widespread conviction on the other side 
of the Atlantic, where ex-slaves and their descendants were considered, 
in Wilson’s words, ‘excited by a freedom they did not understand’, and 
thus not ready to participate in the American public life.9 Th e League 
of Nations was born with the backdrop of an era in which the presumed 
innate quality of a given ‘race’ was invoked in order to explain the tenor 
of life of various groups of workers. Furthermore, the idea that immigra-
tion weakened the fi bre of American society – allowing ‘inferior races’ 
to outnumber the Anglo-Saxons, best fi tted for national and worldwide 
hegemony – was widespread.10 

The League of Nations, depicted in the Arab press of the time as ‘a 
tool for the realisation of its [Britain] wickedest objects’,11 prevented 
the inclusion of a clause for ‘racial equality’, proposed by Japan, in its 
founding charter. Since the Meiji era (1868–1912), which was marked 
by deep political and social changes, the Japanese establishment dem-
onstrated clear intolerance for the discriminatory treatment espoused 
by Western governments. While the founding charter of the League of 
Nations was being discussed, the Japanese delegates fought for the inclu-
sion of a clause validating the principle of ‘racial non-discrimination’, 
the same idea which, at the end of the Second World War, became one 
of the pillars of the United Nations. Such a clause was intended to secure 
equality of Japanese nationals and egalitarianism among members of 
the League. It was, therefore, far from being considered by them as a 
universal principle. Nonetheless, it represented a meaningful step that 
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the Japanese media of the time stressed on several occasions. In January 
1919, the distinguished daily newspaper Asahi – followed by the Nichi 
Nichi, Osaka Mainiki and other national media – pointed out that the 
authorities in Tokyo were unmovable regarding the need to officially 
guarantee the ‘equal international treatment of all races’ and that if Presi-
dent Wilson was not able to tear down ‘the wall of discrimination’, he 
would have spoken of ‘peace, justice and humanity in vain, demonstrat-
ing [himself ] to be only a hypocrite’.12

Convinced, with good reason, that the US Senate would never have 
approved a treaty containing an article concerning racial equality,13 Wilson 
ordered the commission for the League of Nations to reject the proposal in 
that it had not been approved unanimously. Eleven of the seventeen delegates 
on the committee were in favour of the insertion of the anti-discrimination 
clause. Furthermore, there was no law requiring unanimity. However, Wilson 
held it as essential given the delicacy of the subject. 

Th e considerations discussed up to this point help us to understand why 
Washington, London and other European powers approached the ‘Middle 
East chessboard’ without considering the needs and wishes of the local 
populations, which were viewed as amorphous and incapable of taking 
decisions. Th e conference that set forth the fi nal affi  rmation of this kind of 
approach began on 18 January 1919. Th e delegates of the fi ve victorious 
powers of the war – United States,14 Britain, France, Italy and Japan – and 
those of the defeated countries met in the clock room of Paris’s Ministry of 
Foreign Aff airs to convert the armistice of 1918 into a peace agreement, or, 
according to many, into new instruments of oppression. ‘Ce n’est pas une 
paix [Th is is not peace]’, warned Ferdinand Foch (1851–1929), a French 
First World War hero, commenting on the peace imposed on Germany, 
‘c’est un armistice de vingt ans [it is a twenty-year armistice]’.15 

Th e decision to create the League of Nations and the approval of its 
charter became offi  cial during these months of negotiations. Th ey ended 
on 21 January 1920, when the General Assembly of the League of Nations 
was inaugurated. Japan and the United States – Washington, despite the role 
played by Wilson, rejected the option to join the League – did not partici-
pate, adopting a more cautious, isolationist approach.
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Article 22 of the charter, which, inspired by Smuts’s report,16 supported 
the introduction of the mandates system, was presented as a tool to realise 
‘the general interests of mankind’.17 For this purpose, three distinct categories 
of mandate were created (classes A, B, C), depending on to what extent the 
population under examination was believed ready to ‘stand on its own two 
feet’, or, in the language of the time, ‘able to stand by themselves under the 
strenuous conditions of the modern world’ (Art. 22).

Beyond the diff erent interpretations, a common denominator can be 
detected at the core of each of the three mandate categories: the ‘white man’s 
burden’ – that is the self-assigned task to ‘civilise’ Africa, as well as a signifi -
cant number of Asian populations.18 

Th e offi  cial purpose of the mandate system was to prepare the various 
peoples for self-determination and self-government. In practical terms, how-
ever, the victorious powers used it to legitimise their own ‘rights of conquest’ 
in order to divide the spoils of former empires, or of areas belonging to the 
defeated nations. Th is aim was pursued through a paternalistic approach 
which, on the one hand, supported the idea that there was a hierarchy 
among the various ‘races’19 – Smuts described the African populations as 
‘barbarians’ – and, on the other, put an exaggerated emphasis on the need to 
establish well-defi ned borders based on ethnic principles.20 In other words, 
the mandate system represented – paraphrasing M. Cherif Bassiouni and 
Shlomo Ben-Ami – ‘a new form of colonialism that had the appearance of 
international legitimacy’.21 

Already by this time, such an appearance of legitimacy could be perceived 
by many as precarious, not least for the fact that – in Paris as well as in 
subsequent conferences organised in the same period – the opinions of vir-
tually all representatives of the people subject to the mandate system were 
not taken into consideration. A symbolic example is represented by Ho Chi 
Minh (1890–1969), at the time a young Vietnamese nationalist. When he 
arrived in Paris in 1919 – for the occasion he had drafted eight programme 
points which, in line with the principle of self-determination promoted by 
Wilson, were aimed at freeing his country from French colonialism – the 
future Vietnamese president was pushed aside in a fi rm and hasty manner. 
Shortly afterwards, Ho Chi Minh decided to turn his attention to Bolshevik 
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Russia, welcoming a partnership with communism that Washington paid for 
dearly in the decades to follow. 

A historical fi gure who would seem to support what was claimed by 
the British authorities,22 and thus to partially contradict what has just been 
claimed, is Fayṣal, the son of the self-proclaimed ‘King of Hijaz’, Ḥusayn 
(1854–1931), in representation of whom he participated as the head of the 
‘Arab delegation’ in the Paris Conference.23 Quoting a report written by the 
British Foreign Offi  ce in March 1921: 

Th e Allied Powers took every opportunity of ascertaining the wishes of 
the Arabs before the mandates were actually allocated. Th e Emir Feisal, 
representatives of the Syrian Committee in Paris and of the Lebanon were 
heard by the Supreme Council in Paris in the early days of the Peace 
Conference.24

Figure 6.1 King Fayṣal of Iraq visiting his brother Emir Abdullah at ‘Amman, 
Transjordan, 1922. (Source: Visual materials from the papers of John D. Whiting 
Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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Following the Arab Revolt of 1916–18 Fayṣal and his father Ḥusayn – 
who was born in Istanbul and was the last member of the Hashemita 
family to be named Sharīf of Mecca by an Ottoman sultan – established 
a solid alliance with London. Th e strong ties between T. E. Lawrence, 
Gertrude Bell and Fayṣal – harshly condemned for this by Muhammad 
Iqbal (1877–1938) and numerous other Arab intellectuals – bear further 
witness to this.25 Th e British authorities, which, between 1919 and 1922, 
looked condescendingly at the bleak outlook expressed by their offi  cials 
serving in the region and at the suggestions provided by several Palestinian 
delegations,26 then had an interest in choosing Fayṣal as their interlocutor 
and in using him as a tool for promoting British interests in the region.27 
Th is was even more the case given the fact that those interests were shared 
by the Zionist leadership. Th e letter written by Weizmann to his wife on 
17 July 1918, a few days after the private meeting which took place in 
‘Aqaba between Zionist leaders and Fayṣal himself, is, in this sense, worth 
noting. Fayṣal’s personal ambitions alone can hardly explain his ‘contemp-
tuous’ attitude:

I made the acquaintance of Fayṣal [. . .]. He is not interested in Palestine, 
but on the other hand he wants Damascus and the whole of Northern Syria. 
He talked with great animosity against the French, who want to get their 
hands on Syria. He expects a great deal from collaboration with the Jews. He 
is contemptuous of the Palestinian Arabs whom he doesn’t even regard as Arabs. 
[emphasis added]28 

In the weeks prior to the Paris Conference, Fayṣal was ‘summoned’ to Lon-
don for what was his fi rst visit to the English capital. According to Tibawi, 
Fayṣal and his entourage – composed of convinced pan-Arabists – had no 
knowledge of English, and were fully dependent on T. E. Lawrence ‘for 
interpreting and advice’.29 In London, Weizmann and Fayṣal perfected an 
agreement, signed afterwards on 3 January 1919 in Paris, in which the 
two parties established that every eff ort was to be made to implement the 
Balfour Declaration (Article 3) and that all ‘necessary measures shall be 
taken to encourage and stimulate immigration of Jews into Palestine on a 
large scale’ (Article 4). Fayṣal added a handwritten footnote,30 highlighting 
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that he would ‘not be then bound by a single word of the present Agree-
ment’ should the promises his family received from London during the war 
(correspondence Husayn–McMahon) not be kept.31 

Some researchers claimed that the Fayṣal-Weizmann agreement legally 
bound the entire ‘Arab national movement for which Fayṣal was the rec-
ognized spokesman at the Paris Peace conference’ to accept the idea of 
transforming Palestine into a ‘Jewish National Home’.32 An alternative 
interpretation suggests, on the contrary, that the way in which Fayṣal and his 
father Husayn – both snubbed by the Arab-Palestinians during the ‘Great 
Revolt’ of 1916–1833 and perceived in the region (and elsewhere) as mere 
instruments in the hands of London34 – were handled, was further confi r-
mation of the discriminatory approach of the Paris Conference.35 Th e will 
to consider the Sharīf of Mecca and his sons as ‘natural leaders’ of the Arab-
Palestinians was, not surprisingly, rooted in the idea that the local majority 
was composed of ‘false Arabs’. ‘Th e so-called Arabs of Palestine’, Clayton 
wrote to Bell in 1918, ‘are not to be compared with the real Arab of the Des-
ert. [. . .] He is purely local and takes little or no interest in matters outside 
his immediate surroundings’.36 Th is perception, which in various forms was 
also projected onto the Jewish component present in Palestine, was brought 
up again as a sort of mantra by dozens of His Majesty’s representatives.37 A 
symbolic example, among many available, may be found in Roger Court-
ney, a member of the Palestine Police Force at the time. He clarifi ed that 
‘this particular kind of Arab-Palestinians’ was not in any way composed by 
‘Arabs’ but rather by degenerate ‘Levantines’, that is, individuals undeserv-
ing of being confused with ‘the real Arabs of the desert’.38 In his eyes, as well 
as of those who believed that Fayṣal was the ‘legitimate spokesperson’ for 
Arab-Palestinians, they were nothing more than ‘a craven, cowardly lot’.39 
In claiming that the Fayṣal-Weizmann agreement in some way bound the 
entire ‘Arab national movement’ there is the risk of subscribing to the preju-
dices that transpire from such approaches. 

San Remo: Whose Interests?

Th e San Remo Conference was called by the victorious powers in 
April 1920 with the specifi c purpose of deciding the future of Syria, 
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Palestine and Iraq. It was widely held that Britain would gain the mandate 
for Palestine, and France that of Syria (including Lebanon).40 Th e meet-
ings in Paris, however, ended without any offi  cial decision being made 
regarding the former Ottoman territories, and without a peace agreement 
being signed with Turkey. Th e decisions pertaining the mandates were 
confi rmed offi  cially by the Council of the League of Nations only on 
24 July 1922. Th ey became operative on 29 September of the following 
year, when Turkey renounced its rights and agreed to the terms imposed 
by the Treaty of Lausanne. Th e latter did not come into force until 
6 August 1924.

Th e main limitations of the San Remo Conference were the same as those 
which had undermined the meetings in Paris, as well as the origin itself of 
the League of Nations: tens of millions of Arabs and hundreds of millions 
of Muslims did not have – at the moment in which the features and borders of 
their countries were being arbitrarily drawn – any state or representative body 
that could give voice to their aspirations. 

Th e words written by the historian Elizabeth Monroe (1905–86) on 
the decisions taken in San Remo hold, in this sense, signifi cant symbolic 
value: 

Th e decisions accorded neither with the wishes of the inhabitants nor with 
the unqualifi ed end-of-war undertakings about freedom of choice. Th ey were 
pieces of unabashed self-interest, suggesting to many onlookers that all talk of 
liberating small nations from oppression was so much cant.41

Besides British Prime Minister Lloyd George and his French counterpart 
Alexandre Millerand (1859–1943), the meetings in San Remo were also 
attended by Italian Prime Minister Francesco Nitti (1868–1953) and the 
Japanese Ambassador Matsui Keishiro (1868–1946). Rome and Tokyo 
played, in reality, purely representative roles. Italy was considered ‘of very 
little importance’,42 while its leaders were viewed with disdain.43 Th e histo-
rian Itagaki Yuzo described the subordinate role played by his country, high-
lighting that in order to protect ‘the interests and rights acquired in Asia and 
the South Pacifi c, Japan’s position at the San Remo conference was to leave 
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the Middle East to Britain and France. She said in eff ect, please do whatever 
you like.’44

In San Remo, then, Paris and London – with Washington providing 
‘external support’ – divided up the Eastern Mediterranean area, without for 
the moment establishing the exact wording of the agreement, or the specifi c 
borders.45 

Indeed, the League of Nations – as well as the mandates with which it 
was entrusted at San Remo – was an instrument created by Western pow-
ers to carry out Western interests: referring to it as an ex cathedra source of 
legality means to apply a simplistic approach to an issue that is anything 
but simple. 

Almost the only system at the disposal of a huge multitude of human 
beings at this time for the expression of their wishes and fears consisted 
in sending letters to the authorities who had taken it upon themselves to 
decide the fate of the masses. Nonetheless, there were some isolated excep-
tions. For instance, a Christian and Muslim Palestinian delegation was 
welcomed in London by His Majesty’s authorities in August 1921; in the 
following months, the British Colonial Offi  ce engaged in consultations 
with Mūsā Kāẓim al-Ḥusaynī (1850–1934), president of the Palestine 
Arab delegation.46 However, these exceptions were also more fantasy than 
reality. Most of the decisions regarding the future of the various peoples 
of the region had already been taken in the previous months and years. 
Furthermore, the petitions coming from the members of that delega-
tion, which attempted, in broken English, to infl uence any outstanding 
resolutions in the subsequent months,47 were not in any way taken into 
consideration:48 

We strongly object to any further steps being taken with regard to the Mandate 
while we are still negotiating with the British government about the future of 
Palestine. We again wish to inform you that the Arab people of Palestine can 
never accept the Mandate in its present form.49

Th ere is today a consensus that the punishments imposed on Germany at 
Versailles, the same which facilitated the end of the Weimar Republic and 
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the rise of Adolf Hitler (1889–1945), were counterproductive, as well as 
being dictated by interests that had much to do with ideas of the ‘survival 
of the fi ttest’ and concerned with the general present-day understand-
ing of public international law. Th e solipsistic and paternalistic approach 
imposed by the League of Nations on millions of men and women in 
Asia and Africa requires an evaluation that applies, at the very least, a 
similar approach.50 Even more so considering that local populations had 
no responsibility for the outbreak of the First World War, by many there 
perceived as ‘someone else’s war’.51 Th ey should not, therefore, have been 
required to pay the price for its outcome, nor to strive for the establish-
ment of defi ned borders that might satisfy the expectations of the Euro-
pean powers. Th inking the opposite52 – claiming, for example, that the 
mere fact that they had been victims of previous domination might justify 
such impositions – would mean endorsing, once more, the discriminatory 
approach of the time.

Fostering Ethno-sectarian Racialisation 

Th e European discourse about ‘race’ – a concept that by the mid-nine-
teenth century was already embraced by some Arab (mainly Christian) 
scholars,53 but that it is still not a frequently discussed topic in public 
discourse in the region – started in the last part of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Th e racialisation of nationalisms, on the other hand, is a global fea-
ture of much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Notwithstanding 
these considerations, it was only following the Balkan Wars (1912–13), 
the Armenian genocide (1915–16) and the Greco-Turkish Treaty signed 
at Lausanne (1922–3) that the racialisation of identities – that is, the ten-
dency to ascribe a nonmutable, culturally genetic profi le to a group – as 
well as the ethno-sectarianisation of communal identities – meaning the pro-
cess of turning the affi  liation to a given confession into a defi ning and 
exclusive element of ethnic consciousness – acquired legal validity. As 
noted by Hakem al-Rustom, ‘post-ottoman societies witnessed the ruling 
in the name of a “sect” among the other sects within the larger religious 
tradition, and not merely ruling in the name of a religious affi  liation or 
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organization’.54 In other words, Lausanne provided a decisive component 
needed for the transformation of Greece and Turkey – and, more gener-
ally, large parts of the Middle East – on the base of sectarian (Eastern 
Orthodoxy and Sunni Islam), rather than simply religious (Islam versus 
Christianity), criteria.55 

More specifi cally, the Turkish delegation at the Treaty of Lausanne, 
headed by the future second President of Turkey İsmet İnönü (1884–1973), 
worked, under the auspices of Britain and France, towards a policy of selec-
tive racialisation and minoritising of local peoples, whilst promoting a sense 
of ‘diversity’ and tolerance:

Th e Turkish delegation at the conference prevented the diverse Muslim pop-
ulations in Anatolia such as the Kurds, Alevis, Laz, and Circassians from 
being racialized and recognized in the international system as ‘minorities’ 
because they were made to constitute the demographic majority of the newly 
founded Turkish state. If they were divided on ethnic and sectarian terms 
similar to the non-Muslim, it would have been hard for the Turkish delega-
tion to argue that it was a representative of the ‘majority’ on the territory 
that would become the republic of Turkey. Th e residual non-Muslim popula-
tion in Turkey – the Armenians, the Roman-Orthodox, and the Jews – were 
consequently prevented from becoming full Turkish citizens because their 
sectarian affi  liation rendered them non-Turks.56

Historically speaking, the exchange of populations was hardly unknown: 
unoffi  cial transfers, that is, ‘demographic warfare’ partially resembling 
consensual exchange of populations, were, for instance, tacitly agreed 
between the Russian and Ottoman empires in the latter part of the 
eighteenth century.57 Furthermore, it should be noted that between the 
early 1820s and 1922 about 5 million Muslims had been expelled from 
their lands: the present-day map of the Balkans and the southern Caucasus 
is composed of countries whose broad ethnic and religious homogeneity 
‘was accomplished through the expulsion of their Muslim population’.58 
Yet it was only with the Treaty of Lausanne that these concepts of ‘popula-
tion transfer’ and ‘ethnic cleansing’ became, for the fi rst time in history, an 
accepted and ‘institutionalized’ legal solution to international confl icts: a 
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‘pattern’ that was then replicated, mutatis mutandis, in Palestine (through 
the Peel Commission of 1937) and India/Pakistan (with the partition 
of 1947).59 

More specifi cally, the Treaty of Lausanne sanctioned the simultaneous 
expulsion of about 1.3 million orthodox Christians (mainly from Asia 
Minor, eastern Th race and Pontus), many of them Turkish speakers, from 
Turkey to Greece, and of around 400,000 Muslims, plenty of whom were 
Greek speakers, from Greece to Turkey.60 Quoting the fi rst article of the 
Convention, that in many ways borrowed from the British way of under-
standing the ‘millet system’: ‘As from 1st May, 1923, there shall take place 
a compulsory exchange of Turkish nationals of the Greek Orthodox Reli-
gion established in Turkish territory, and of Greek nationals of the Moslem 

Figure 6.2 Burnt buildings near the quay of İzmir/Smyrna, 1922. 
(Source: American Colony Photo Dept photographers. G. Eric and Edith 
Matson Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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religion established in Greek territory’.61 Th e atrocities that accompanied 
the expulsions, carried out by all parties involved,62 played a major part 
in speeding up the processes of homogenisation. It is enough to men-
tion that a city like İzmir – the ancient Greek city of Smyrna, where the 
Ottomans carried out expulsions as early as Spring 1913 – was populated 
by a large Greek Orthodox majority, composed of about 75,000 Greeks 
and 40,000 Muslim Turks in 1860.63 Th irty years earlier (1830) – a few 
years before the massive immigration of Greeks arrived in Anatolia from 
the Aegean Islands during the favourable economic atmosphere off ered by 
the Tanzimāt – there were about 20,000 Greek Orthodox in İzmir, out of 
a total of 100,000 dwellers.64 Despite being the third most populous city 
in Turkey, today it only hosts a few hundred Greek Orthodox Christians 
(mainly of Turkish ethnicity). Th is aspect, as well as the permanent scars 
of the years preceding the First World War, mirrors a more general trend, 
particularly visible in Turkey. Th e country still hosts fewer Christians, as a 
percentage of its population, than any of its neighbouring states, including 
Syria, Iraq and Iran.

Notwithstanding the example provided by the microcosm of İzmir and 
other similar cases, a wealth of primary sources, many of them held at the 
Centre for Asia Minor Studies in Athens, shows a rich and long history 
of coexistence between diff erent communities in most areas aff ected by 
expulsions and violence. Th is is confi rmed, and was further strengthened, 
by people’s joint participation in religious festivals and weddings, as well 
as by ancient daily practices. ‘Turks and Greeks’, noted Basilis Paulidis, 
an inhabitant of Kayseri (Cappadocia), referring to the period prior to 
the expulsions, ‘used to go to the [natural spring] together to drink the 
water because they believed that it would help them to have children’.65 
In an interview of 1935 about the pre-First World War period, another 
inhabitant of the same area, Xr. Boridis, pointed out that ‘the Turkish 
were respectful of the priests and the church’.66 An anonymous interviewee 
added that ‘if a Turk was sharing a coff ee with you, he could never forget 
it. He would always be by your side, even if this means that he would 
dissatisfy his own people.’67 Many interviewees of the time ascribed the 
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Figure 6.3 A family in Erbil, early twentieth century. (Source: American Colony 
Photo Dept photographers. G. Eric and Edith Matson Photograph Collection, 
Library of Congress, Washington DC)

changes in the situation among local communities to the Zeitgeist that 
preceded and followed ‘the European war’ (the First World War),68 as well 
as to its most direct and practical repercussions.69 

Another aspect that clearly stands out in many testimonies is that most 
violence witnessed in these areas during ‘simultaneous expulsions’ was done 
by outsiders (including Muslim refugees from the Balkans and the Kemalist 
army). As noted by Nicholas Doumanis, atrocities were, in fact, ‘rarely carried 
out between communities’, and so they should not be considered as ‘communal 
violence’.70 Th is is further confi rmed by the fact that on a number of occasions 
members of local communities continued to support each other during the 
most acute phases of the crisis.71
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7
Beyond ‘Artifi ciality’: Borders, 

States, Nations

Haughty as a Persian, tender as a Syrian / elegant as an Iraqi, eloquent as 
a Hijazi.1

Twelfth-century Syrian poet Ibn Munīr al-Ṭarābulsī 
writing about his male beloved

Before nationalist doctrines were imported from Europe, ‘patriotic’ identities 
had already taken shape in many parts of the world.2

Jurgen Osterhammel

What is the ‘Syria’ for which the French received a mandate at San Remo?3

Lord Hardinge

Unlike medieval societies, characterised by a sum of particularisms, the 
era of the nation-states tended towards the homogenisation of diversi-

ties. What in modern Europe was often indicated as a ‘nation’ (from the latin 
natus, ‘to be born’) in fact presupposed a feeling of belonging to a defi ned 
community that diff ered, as a result of ‘mutual contact’ between distinct 
groups, at a linguistic, cultural and territorial level. It presumed, in other 
words, a cleavage between ‘us’ and ‘them’.4 Th is was echoed in the university 
system developed in medieval Italy, and later in the rest of Europe, where 
students were divided into nationes (‘nations’), that is, communities separated 
according to homogeneous linguistic-geographical criteria.5

Any such ‘border’ was much more nuanced in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
As we have seen, religious affi  liation, as well as having one’s origin in a certain 
village, the ḥamūla of belonging and local customs were all factors that marked 
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a certain distinction between the protonations present in the region. As Johann 
L. Burckhardt (1818–97) noted in 1822, ‘it would be an interesting subject for 
an artist to portray accurately the diff erent character of features of the Syrian 
nations [. . .] a slight acquaintance with them enables one to determine the 
native district of a Syrian, with almost as much certainty as an Englishman may 
be distinguished at fi rst sight from an Italian or an inhabitant of the South of 
France’.6

And yet external dangers, which are very often the basis of the need of a 
people to defi ne itself in a clear-cut way, were largely missing until the grow-
ing Western enchroachment on the region. Even in the European context, 
mutatis mutandis, it was, for instance, the anti-Napoleonic mass mobilisa-
tion that contributed to transform Russia into a nation that was no longer 
identifi able merely with the Tsar’s rule. In Germany, in the year of the French 
Siege of Mainz (1793), Goethe (1749–1832) turned to the German Volk and 
no longer to the Holy Roman Empire.7 Th e nation-state of the modern era 
should thus be considered as a phenomenon that had its origin and destina-
tion mainly, but of course not only, in ‘the defence of the community from 
potential external aggression’.8

Until relatively recently, Iraqis and Syrians, just as two examples, were not 
in need of borders that would divide their Heimat. Nonetheless, this should not 
suggest that the various fl uid local regional and religious identities lacked pecu-
liar, if not ‘protonational’, characteristics, or that they and their respective states 
are simply ‘Western artifi cial creations’. Th e history of the region is very much 
one of variegation, multiplicity and localisms: many of the modern states in the 
Middle East are rooted in peculiar historical legacies. Th is is not to downplay 
the processes of standardisation that have occurred in the region in modern 
times: indeed, the fi rst section of this chapter focuses on some of its most long-
lasting visual expressions. Yet the common attitude of overlooking or denying 
the inward dimension of these themes might result in new misrepresentations.

Maps’ Spatial Agenda

Th e imposition of borders – ‘blurred, imprecise, fuzzy’9 – and the divide-and-
rule policies carried out by European powers in the Eastern Mediterranean 
fomented sectarian tensions and triggered some of the most amenable condi-
tions for the perpetual ‘condition of colonisation’ registered in the area fol-
lowing the First World War.10 
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Two set of maps have been especially infl uential in this process, and in 
crystallising the fragmentation of the region within the area encompassed by 
present-day Syria, Lebanon, Israel and the Palestinian territories.

Th e fi rst is the ‘Carte du Liban’, a map produced in 1862 by the French 
Corps Expéditionnaire de Syrie, which arrived in Mount Lebanon in order 
to fi nd a solution for the civil war between Maronites and Druzes: a bloody 
struggle that the European powers’ strategies in the area helped to ignite.11

As had already happened six decades earlier in Egypt – when Napoleon 
involved a large number of cartographers and scholars in his expedition – in 
the 1860s, the French brought with them several renowned scholars. Th ese 
were headed by Ernest Renan (1823–92), who surveyed the region and drew 
the fi rst modern map of the area. Th is map stretched from Nahr el Kabīr in 
the North to a line in the South that runs from al-Nāqūra to the Lake Hula. 
It was reprinted twice during the First World War and, besides being used 
by Lebanese nationalists such as Henri Lammens (1862–1937), was brought 
by the Maronite patriarch Iliyas al-Huwayik (1843–1931) to the 1919 Paris 
Conference in order to persuade the French to accept the idea of ‘le Grand 
Liban’, which meant, in the patriarch’s words, ‘la restitution au Liban de ses lim-
ites naturelles et historiques, telles qu’elles ont été tracées par l’état-major français 
dans le carte de 1860’.12 

Following the Paris Conference, the French High Commission preferred 
to ignore a more detailed map of the area produced by the Ottomans in 
1911, opting instead, once again, for the ‘Carte du Liban’. In fact, it was the 
1862 map that would be used during the Paulet–Newcombe Agreement, 
the Franco-British Boundary Agreements signed between Paris and London 
1920–3 with the aim to determine the fi nal tri-border area between Palestine, 
Syria and Lebanon, as well as the regional tri-border junction. Th e fi nal lines 
drawn in February 1923 on the map produced by Ernest Renan sixty-one 
years earlier created tensions that, in many cases, still aff ect daily life in the 
region. In Asher Kaufman’s words:

According to this map [of 1923], the tri-border meeting place is in the village 
of Ghajar, whereas Jisr al-Ghajar, the ancient Roman bridge that was in fact 
the tri-border meeting point until 1967 and is still regarded as such accord-
ing to international law, lies about 3 kilometers south of the tri-border point, 
inside Syrian territory. Indeed, the village of Ghajar itself is located within 
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Syrian territory because the wide borderline runs on the western or right bank 
of the Hasbani River. Th e ‘bend’ is clearly marked on the map but it is drawn 
some 5 kilometers north of the village of Ghajar along the Hasbani River. Th e 
map has been somewhat prophetic, given that since its foundation Lebanon 
has evolved into unstable political entity.13 

Arif Dirlik argued that ‘to defi ne, as to name, is to conquer’,14 while James 
C. Scott emphasised that maps ‘are designed to summarise precisely those 
aspects of a complex world that are of immediate interest to the map-maker 
and to ignore the rest’.15 Th us, maps are rarely, if ever, neutral; they almost 
always express a particular spatial agenda: the ‘Carte du Liban’ represents the 
geo-body on which the regional spatial agenda was framed.

But perhaps more than from the ‘Carte du Liban’, the development of 
the regional ‘spatial agenda’ has been shaped by the maps produced by the 
Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF). When, in the second half of the 1860s, 
Charles William Wilson (1836–1905) and other members of the PEF arrived 
in Palestine to conduct the fi rst modern archaeological and topographical 
investigations,16 their purpose was to provide ‘the most defi nite and solid aid 
obtainable for the elucidation of the most prominent of the material features 
of the Bible’.17 More specifi cally, they were not interested in the sites con-
nected to the New Testament but rather in those cited in the Old Testament. 
Th is choice was due to the fact that the places mentioned in the New Testa-
ment – more precisely, the ones discovered before that time – were already 
under direct control of the Orthodox Christians, as well as of the Catholics 
and other non-Protestant denominations. More importantly, these eff orts 
were traceable to the desire to connect Anglican Protestantism to the ancient 
Israelites and thus to the concept of ‘chosen people’. As had already happened 
thirteen centuries before with the Welsh cleric Gildas (c. 500–70),18 the pur-
pose was clear: to create a parallel to show that the ancient ‘chosen people’, 
the Israelites, had been replaced by the new ‘chosen people’ – in the present 
case, the English.19

Beside these aspects, what is particularly noteworthy in the frame of the 
current analysis is that the maps produced by the PEF were tools that in an 
initial period (1871–84), through the geo-theology of the PEF, interpreted 
the mythical past of Biblical Palestine to apply it to that present reality. 
Subsequently, beginning with the First World War and due to a selective 
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cartographic choice of colours, dimensions and names, the PEF imposed a 
mental framework destined to shape the future of the region. 

Th e PEF’s insistence on identifying symbols in addition to well-defi ned 
borders, using for this a plethora of terms on their maps (such as the inter-
national boundary, village boundary, district boundary, subdistrict boundary, 
fi scal block boundary, municipal boundary, triangulation point boundary, 
quarter boundary, qita’ boundary), did not respond to any of the needs of 
the local populations. Th e latter were mostly ignored,20 which showed what 
Beshara Doumani defi ned as ‘the amazing ability to discover the land without 
discovering the people’.21 

Israeli antropologist Efrat Ben Ze’ev and other scholars went a step fur-
ther in assessing the consequences of the PEF’s maps, claiming that the fact 
that the PEF only mapped the area to the West of the Jordan river repre-
sented ‘the fi rst unintended step toward the emergence of separate entity in 
Western Palestine’.22 For its local majority, and more generally for most of the 
Islamic believers, the awareness and the perception that Filastīn, described 
in many classical sources as Al ‘Ard al Muqaddasa (the Holy Land),23 was a 
special area and therefore distinct from Syria, Jordan and Lebanon, can be 
considered a ‘fi rst unintended step’ that predated the actions of the PEF by 
many centuries.24 It is undeniable, however, that maps such as the ‘Carte du 
Liban’ and those of the PEF played a crucial role in shaping the post-First 
World War Middle East. Th ose same maps were also used in 1917/18 dur-
ing the conquest of Palestine by General Edmund Allenby (1861–1936) and 
his troops.25

Iraq, Syria and the Sykes–Picot Narrative

Maps, borders, toponyms: each of these topics played a signifi cant role in the 
‘process of simplifi cation’ suff ered not only, but particularly, by this region 
over the last few centuries. If not considered in depth, however, these claims 
can themselves trigger some simplistic assumptions. 

‘Gertrude of Arabia, the Woman who Invented Iraq’.26 Th is, for instance, 
is the title of an article published in June 2014 by Clive Irving in the Daily 
Beast. It is one of a long series of journalistic and academic works in recent 
years that have linked the ongoing civil war in the country to the invention of 
an Iraqi nation at the hands of Gertrude Bell (1868–1926) and a small group 
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of British adventurers. Similar analyses have recently also appeared in relation 
to Palestine, Syria and several other areas in the region. Th e impression that 
is often conveyed through such publications is that the West ‘created artifi cial 
nations’ and that the Islamic State (IS) is now trying,27 as claimed by its lead-
ers, to erase what British Secretary of State Lord Curzon once defi ned as ‘the 
sinister shade of the Sykes–Picot agreement’.28

Th e modern states in the region were far from representing well-defi ned 
and uniform geographic, social, political or cultural entities. Yet, the cul-
tural and political evolution of countries such as Iraq (possibly derived from 
Sumerian ‘Uruk’) and Syria (al-Sham [‘the left’] in Arabic sources; Syria was 
coined by the Greeks from ‘Assyria’ in the sixth century bce) shows a much 
more complex historical development than what the Sykes–Picot narrative 
would suggest.29 Societal attitudes towards the state have developed through 
several stages.30 In other words, and contrary to a common misunderstand-
ing, Palestine, Iraq and Syria are not simply artifi cial creations and while it is 
necessary to reject any ‘primordialist temptation’ – or the existence of com-
munities that have been defi ning themselves on a territorial basis for a long 
time – it is equally important to pay attention to the ‘traces of awareness of 
territorial consciousness’ and thus to avoid the danger that old maps could be 
used, once again, crudely to simplify a complex local reality.31 

Scholars are increasingly focused on the thesis of the ‘end of the Sykes–
Picot order’. If this claim has any signifi cance it is mainly because the Sykes–
Picot system postponed the rise of a new order shaped from within the region. 
Rather than linking what is happening in the Middle East to the end of the 
Sykes–Picot order it would, therefore, be more accurate to refer to it as the 
fi nal stage of a historical impasse that lasted for almost a century.

Th e main representatives of the ‘Islamic State’ (IS) – formerly ‘Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant’ (it was renamed in order to downplay the exis-
tence of regional divisions and diff erences) – have pointed out on several 
occasions that they aim to erase the Sykes–Picot divisions, and several West-
ern media outlets seem largely to accept this narrative. In truth, by the end of 
the First World War, the Sykes–Picot Agreement was already a dead letter and 
virtually all the measures (including the internationalisation of Jerusalem) 
discussed in 1915–16 have not been implemented, or have not been relevant 
for many decades. Sykes–Picot, for instance, aimed to divide present-day 
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Syria and Iraq into three or four states, while the San Remo conference of 
1920 explicitly postponed the determination of any such borders. A closer 
look at the issue suggests that the IS approach and the Sykes–Picot order 
represent two faces of the same coin: both base/based their approaches on 
an ahistorical and falsely constructed vision of the past and both refl ect their 
own interests more than the realities of the region.

Contrary to the IS narrative, modern-day Syria and Iraq both had several 
antecedents in the pre-Islamic world. Focusing, for instance, on the thesis 
of a ‘divided and artifi cial Iraq’, what nowadays would be referred to as a 
non-sectarian patriotism has more complex roots in the Iraqi context than 
is often claimed. For a long time, such feelings proved tendentially stronger 
and more rooted than sectarianism. A study conducted by a group of Iraqi 

Figure 7.1 A pile of watermelons in the fruit market of Mosul, early twentieth 
century. (Source: American Colony Photo Dept photographers. G. Eric and Edith 
Matson Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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intellectuals for a Norwegian think tank clarifi ed this aspect, pointing out, for 
example, that the claim that Iraq is an artifi cial creation concocted by the Brit-
ish after the First World War overlooks the fact that ‘the separation between 
the three Ottoman provinces that was in place in 1914 dated back only 30 
years, to 1884’.32 For much of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, those 
same three Ottoman provinces – Basra, Baghdād, Mosul – were governed as a 
single entity with Baghdād as their centre of gravity. Each of these (and other) 
areas were inhabited by people characterised by hybrid identities; for example, 
Mosulis, noted Maya Wahrman, ‘were not simply Kurds, Assyrian and Chal-
dean Christians, Yazidis, Jews, Arabs or Turks’.33 Yet since before the sixth 
century as well as in early Ottoman times, local intellectuals already referred 
to the area as ‘al-ʿIrāq’, a name possibly derived from the Sumerian city of 
Uruk. Expressions such as ‘the region of Iraq’ (al-iqlīm-i al-ʿIrāq) can be found 
in a plethora of sources, including in the writings of tenth-century Persian 
intellectual Abū Hayyān al-Tawhīdī (c. 930–1023) – who described Mosul as 
‘bāb al-ʿIrāq’ (the ‘gate to Iraq’)34 – as well as in eighteenth-century Ottoman 
chronicles such as Gulshan-i khulafa (1730).35 It is certainly true that a clear-
cut border between the two countries was outlined only in 1918–20 – mainly 
as a result of the eff orts made by a group of Iraqi offi  cers enlisted in the Syrian 
army36 – but the claim that ‘the only person who ever really believed Iraq 
existed was Saddam Hussein’37 is a common yet misleading simplifi cation that 
implictly suggests the need to impose new borders based on sectarian lines. 
Th is option, increasingly brought up in the public debates that are taking 
place particularly in Europe and the USA, would represent another external 
imposition destined to trigger more violence.

In July 2014, Abū Bakr al-Baghdadī, the leader of IS, delivered his fi rst 
speech from Mosul’s Great Mosque of Nūr al-Dīn (1118–74), a prominent 
fi gure who fought against the Crusaders and established a brief kingdom 
in several areas encompassed within modern-day Iraq and Syria. Th is par-
ticular location was chosen to further strenghten one of the main messages 
of IS: ‘Th is blessed advance will not stop’, clarifi ed al-Baghdadī, ‘until we 
hit the last nail in the coffi  n of the Sykes–Picot conspiracy’.38 In other 
words, the entire area, in the eyes of al-Baghdadī and his followers, repre-
sents a monolithic Islamic state in which spatial divisions are deprived of 
any legitimacy.
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However, and despite the supposed unifi cation of the Islamic world under 
the caliphs, for a large part if not most of their histories, Iraq and Syria have been 
ruled by distinct regimes. Th e Lakhmids (300–600) once ruled broad swathes 
of contemporary Iraq, while the sixth-century Ghassanid Kingdom was located 
in much of modern Syria. Under the Umayyad Caliphate (661–750), that had 
Damascus as capital, Iraq was a centre of dissent, and when in 750 the Abbassids 
succeeded to overthrow the Umayyads, they moved their capital from Damascus 
to the newly built Baghdād. In the centuries to follow, the two areas were often 
ruled separately, or through distinct administrative units. According to medieval 
sources, the approximate borders of Syria and Iraq ‘overlap signifi cantly with the 
modern ones’.39 Th is means that IS’s aim to ‘erase Sykes–Picot’ is largely ‘rooted 
in fi ction, not history’.40

What has been claimed up to now is not meant to suggest that the vari-
ous local ethnic groups were in need of well-defi ned borders, nor does it 
intend to downplay London’s historical role regarding the problems that are 
still aff ecting the region.41 It aims instead to emphasise that the modern and 
contemporary Iraqi identity has been ‘imagined’ and ‘constructed’ just like 
any other identity in history, and that it is towards this complex and shared 
identity – often stronger than sectarian divisions – that a considerable major-
ity of the population is looking (70 per cent, according to a survey conducted 
in 2008 by the Iraq Centre for Research and Strategic Studies).42 

It is the very idea of an Iraq divided along sectarian or ethnic lines that 
appears problematic. Th e local reality, as the one in most of the rest of the 
region, is not characterised by homogeneous communities. Indeed, many 
ethnicities in Iraq have Sunni and Shi‘a branches that exist parallel to sectar-
ian identity, and can hardly be treated as unchangeable and rigid categories. 
Th is further contributes to explain the reason why intermarriage has been a 
common practice for centuries. Iraqi Prime Minister Abd al-Karīm Qāsim 
(1914–63), just to give a ‘prominent’ example, was the son of an Iraqi Sunni 
man of Arab descent and of a Shi‘ite woman of Kurdish origin. 

All these factors appear even more pertinent if considering that, with 
some analogies to the history of the last decade, only following three inva-
sions from areas external to modern Iraq – the Safavids in 1508 and 1623, 
and the Wahhabi sack of Karbalāʾ in 1801 – did bloody sectarian clashes 
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occur in ‘the Mesopotamian context’. It is certainly true that in early medi-
eval Baghdād some sectarian clashes occurred, but that, as noted by Fanar 
Haddād, ‘is extremely diff erent from what you have in the age of the nation 
state’.43 Despite the relatively modern process of ethnicisation of religious 
identities and the ongoing attempts to impose univocal narratives – the 
memory of Erbil’s multifaceted past, for instance, is today hardly evident – 
Baghdād still hosts about a million Kurds who have never suff ered from 
ethnic or sectarian violence. Meanwhile, a large percentage of the popula-
tion of Basra is Sunni. Samarra, a city with a Sunni majority, hosts two of 
the most important Shi‘ite ruins. Th e provinces of Diyāla and Salah al-Dīn, 

Figure 7.2 People belonging to variety of religions, confessions and ethnic groups 
passing over Tigris River, on the Katah Bridge, Baghdād, early twentieth century. 
(Source: American Colony Photo Dept photographers. G. Eric and Edith Matson 
Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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not dissimilarly from the millenary Assyrian city of Kirkūk, the Niniveh 
Plain and a number of other areas, have for centuries been the image of a 
multifaceted Iraq in which the splitting of one or more of its component 
parts cannot but trigger more violence.44 Th is might result, in the worst 
case but not unlikely scenario, in ethnic cleansing à la former Yugoslavia 
(in 1999), where the (mis)use of the principle of self-determination through 
the imposition of ethnic homogeneity resulted in genocide.45 Th is is not a 
way of suggesting the necessity of framing Iraq’s past and present in terms 
of a-sectarian nationalism but aims instead to highlight that specifi cities of 
time and place should be returned to their inclusive original dimension. Th e 
awareness of this – an antidote to the rise of IS, to the policies of former 
Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki and the sectarian-based quotas introduced 
following the US invasion of 2003 – represents the cornerstone on which to 
start the process of reconstruction of the Iraqi nation.46 

Th e Palestinian Context as a Case Study

Every country and every ethnic group has a diff erent history, but the ten-
dency to deny or downplay local identities and geographical specifi ties can 
also be detected in many other parts of the Eastern Mediterranean region. 
Th is is particularly true for the Palestinian context.47

Despite being fi rmly rooted in the history of the broader region, in some 
respects the Holy Land represents an unicum which eludes frames that are 
valid in other contexts. Th ere is no other place in the world where the his-
tories of a land and of its peoples have been instrumentalised to such an 
extent; William Blake (1757–1827), for instance, referred to Jerusalem as a 
‘lovely Emanation of Albion’,48 wondering if Britain was ‘the primitive seat of 
the patriarchal religion’.49 Nowhere has the merging of religion, imperialism, 
colonialism and Orientalism been more intense. Ultimately, it is diffi  cult to 
fi nd anywhere in the world where the emergence of an alternative and inclu-
sive local history has been so suff ocated.50

It is perhaps ‘Biblical Orientalism’ – a sui generis and under-researched 
variant of Orientalism, to which Edward Said (1935–2003) did not devote 
the attention one might have expected – that off ers one of the most eff ec-
tive tools for shedding light on the peculiar way in which the process of 
‘simplifi cation of the other’ was applied in the specifi c Palestinian context.51 
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Biblical Orientalism can be defi ned as a phenomenon based on the combina-
tion of a selective use of religion (the Bible) and a simplistic approach to its 
natural habitat – the Holy Land. It acted on various levels, with lasting con-
sequences. A plethora of books, private diaries and maps, in addition to later 
phenomena such as the ‘evangelical tourism’ inaugurated by Th omas Cook 
(1808–92), instilled in Britain and beyond what Meron Benvenisti defi ned as 
‘the imaginary perception of Palestine based on the Bible’.52

Often focused on the links between biblical events and the physical 
characteristics of Palestine, such ideas favoured the affi  rmation of a histori-
cal chronology that tended to focus almost exclusively on biblical times and 
the Crusades, largely ignoring millennia of pre-biblical history and centuries 
of Islamic domination. Th is contributed to fi xing in the Western collective 
memory toponyms that have, in various forms, covered up the original ‘non-
biblical’ geography, and spread the perception that the names used by the 
majority of locals to refer to the millenarian cities of the region were nothing 
but awkward attempts to distort – through ‘Arabising’ and ‘bastardising’ – the 
names of ancient Israelite settlements. Although largely unfounded, this way 
of thinking has had repercussions which are visible up to the present day.53 

In the sixteenth century, maps produced by Dutch cartographer Abraham 
Ortelius (1527–98) instilled the idea of a ‘meta-Palestine’ devoid of any his-
tory except that of biblical glory.54 It was, however, only in the second half 
of the nineteenth century that this approach found its ideal ground and was 
transformed into imperialist politics. It was then that both the ‘shadowing’ 
process, with regard to the local populations, and the impression that the 
major towns and cities in the region had their point zero in biblical times, 
gained their most infl uential formulations.55 

Today, this complex past is very often downplayed or ignored, and the 
idea of both Palestine and Palestinians are presented as if they were, and in 
some cases still are, abstract concepts. Bernard Lewis, for instance, argued 
in his From Babel to Dragomans that ‘the word Palestine survived briefl y 
in the early Arab Empire and then disappeared’.56 Israeli tourism minis-
ter Uzi Landau recently asserted that Palestinians ‘never existed as a nation 
[but] suddenly everyone talks about a state’.57 In a recent paper published by 
the Jerusalem Center for Public Aff airs (JCPA), anthropologist Gideon M. 
Kressel and historian Reuven Aharoni contend that ‘a signifi cant portion of 
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the Palestinian Arabs came from Egypt’,58 while archaeologist Randall Price 
argues that ‘there was no national “Palestine” nor were there “Palestinians” 
who had a distinct identity or private ownership of “Palestinian” land’.59 Th e 
impression conveyed by this and other similar claims is that the West cre-
ated artifi cial nations in the Middle East. Th is once again brings our minds 
back to the solipsistic attitudes that were common in the post-First World 
War days, when Mark Sykes pointed out that ‘there is one Palestine for the 
Jews, that is the home of the Jewish nation. But there is a Palestine for the 
Armenians, it is Armenia. Th ere is a Palestine for the Arabians, it is Arabia.’60

Palestinian poet Mahmud Darwīsh (1941–2008) used seven words to 
indirectly clarify most of the ‘misunderstandings’ mentioned up to this 
point. ‘Who are they?’, he asked in his Une rime pour les Mu‘allaqat, in 
regard to the local populations under Ottoman rule: ‘Th at’s someone else’s 
problem’.61 In many respects, this was indeed a problem of ‘others’, of people 
external to the region. What made the diff erence for the ‘insiders’ was linked 
to more ‘local’ concerns and habits, including a way of dressing, a religious 
festival, or a dance (dabkeh).62 For instance, the annual Nabi Musa festival, 

Figure 7.3 Open court of the Nebi Mousa’s shrine, 1918. (Source: Visual materials 
from the papers of John D. Whiting Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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which gathered thousands of people, primarily from areas in present-day 
Israel and the Palestinian territories was the expression of a clearly emerging 
‘proto-national cohesion’.63

Before the imposition of the nationalist ideologies and the emergence of 
exclusivist approaches, it was these factors, not primarily political identity, 
that defi ned ‘Palestinianness’.64 Among the local majority, diff erent senses of 
identity (connected to religious, local, transnational and family allegiances) 
coexisted, without any contradiction between them.65 Th ey were identities 
both distinguishable and overlapping. As Barnett and Telhami remark, one 
of the ways in which the entire region diff ers from others ‘is that the national 
identity has had a transnational character’.66

Th is transnational character and the overlapping identities found in the 
region were not at odds with a strong attachment to the land. Elizabeth Finn 
(1825–1921), wife of the second British consul in Jerusalem, witnessed that 
the local fellaḥīn were attached to their land ‘with the tenacity of aboriginal 
inhabitants’.67 Most of the Arab-Palestinians that a number of scholars still 
defi ne as ‘foreigners’, or ‘former invaders’, were thus people deeply rooted in 
the land described by Jerusalemite geographer al-Muqaddasī (946–1000)68 
– who perceived himself as a ‘Palestinian’69 – and in what Khayr al-Dīn 
al-Ramlī (1585–1671), an infl uential Islamic lawyer from Ramla, defi ned in 
the seventeenth century as ‘Filastīn biladuna’ (‘Palestine our country’).70 Th is 
is not a way to suggest that a fully defi ned territorial identity existed – there 
was no need of this at the time – but the fact that it was not a separate politi-
cal and administrative entity did not make al-Ramlī’s ‘Filastīn’ less real. 

As for most of those who had origins in other areas, they lived in the 
context of a borderless region. In the JCPA paper mentioned above, Kressel 
and Aharoni clarify that on the southern coastal plain, in Wadi ‘Ara, Palestin-
ian families ‘called Tantawi (or Tamtawi) hailed from the area of the city of 
Tanta in the Nile Delta’.71 Similar claims can be made for other family names 
such as Masrī, Dumyātī, Sa‘īdī and Jabalī. However, such evidence has little 
meaning if evaluated outside of its regional context. In Damascus, as well as 
in several other cities in the region, it is still possible to encounter plenty of 
local families with names that show clear links to areas in present-day Israel 
and the Palestinian territories. Th is further proves that considering the move-
ments within the broader region as migratory processes among reciprocally 
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‘foreign’ populations is a simplistic way to defi ne a situation that was far more 
complex. Th e Palestinian context, in other words, was/is an integral part of 
the Arab world without this erasing its peculiarities. In ʻĀdil Mannā’s words:

A Palestinian who moved to south Lebanon or a Lebanese who moved to 
Palestine – or a Syrian or a Jordanian, for that matter – is surely not a for-
eigner because he is part of the culture of the society of Bilad-al-Sham, or 
Greater Syria, where there were no borders between countries. [. . .] It was 
common and natural for a Palestinian to go study in Al Azhar for instance, 
and remain there; or for a Hebronite merchant to go to Cairo and live there; 
or go to Damascus or other places, whether to study or to live [. . .] Th is was 
a natural phenomenon.72 

Breaking the Standardisation Process: Getting Back into History

Following a complex process, in these last few years, large sectors of Palestin-
ian society have demonstrated a willingness to reappraise and regain posses-
sion of their shared past, as well as a readiness to concretise what Michael 
Ignatieff  would have defi ned their ‘desire to master time’s losses’.73 Th e ongo-
ing process that since the beginning of this century has been leading to the 
creation of the fi rst Palestinian archive and to the development of techniques 
and methods for analysing oral history can be seen as an attempt by the 
Palestinians themselves to break the vicious circle triggered by the ‘process 
of standardisation’, bringing their own experiences back into a history writ-
ten from ‘below’ by means of their voices and life experiences.74 As argued 
by Beshara Doumani, this process is far from being circumscribed by the 
Palestinian context:

Archive fever is spreading among Palestinians everywhere. Whether in Ramal-
lah or London, Haifa or San Francisco, Beirut or Riyad, someone or some 
group is busy interviewing old people and compiling genealogies, searching for 
photographs and letters, collecting textiles and folksongs, visiting and renovat-
ing graveyards, scanning and repairing manuscripts, and compiling informa-
tion on old houses and destroyed villages, and this is but the tip of an iceberg 
whose full dimensions can hardly be imagined.75

Today we are witnessing the convergent eff orts that broad sections of Palestin-
ian society, as well as other populations in the region, are making so that it will 
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not be the case that only ‘external archives’ (British, Israeli, Turkish, Russian 
and American, as well as those of the United Nations) or the political agendas 
of Arab countries are in a position to speak or act on their behalf.76 Further-
more, they are working towards a scenario where it will no longer only be 
museums such as the Palestine Archaeology Museum (today the Rockefeller 
Museum) – one of the main archaeological museums from colonial times – or 
archaeological excavations that are almost always conducted by Western and/
or Israeli researchers that are able to explain the history of their land.77 

In line with these considerations, Rāmī Ḥamdallāh, serving at the time 
of interview as rector at al-Najāḥ University in Nāblus, underlined that in 
certain contexts such as Palestine, education, archives and libraries are ‘the 
basis of everything. Th ey are the instruments of survival’.78 Th e director of the 
Department of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage (DACH) of the Palestinian 
National Authority (PNA), Ḥamdān Ṭāhā,79 who has taken part in several 
excavations in the Nāblus area, explained that archaeology gives Palestinians 
‘the opportunity to participate in writing or rewriting the history of Palestine 
from its primary sources’.80 Nazmi Jubeh, director of the History and Archae-
ology Department at Birzeit University, stated that ‘the creation, maintenance 
and accessibility of archives are meaningful aspects in the struggle for self-
determination’.81 Mustafā Barghūti, leader of al-Mubādara (‘Th e Initiative’) 
party, complained that many people outside the Palestinian territories believe 
that his people are ‘incapable of taking their own past and future into their 
own hands, that is unable to establish state institutions, archives and research 
centres worthy of the name, or of appreciating full democracy’.82 ‘Adlī Ya‘īsh, 
mayor of Nāblus since 2005, argued that ‘there will be no hypothetical recon-
ciliation between us and the Israelis as long as it is exclusively the “others” who 
speak of our present and our past’.83 Commenting on the imminent establish-
ment of a national library, Palestinian Minister of Culture Ehāb Bseīso con-
tended that ‘we want the national Palestinian library to be our link to national 
libraries around the world. We want to restitute our looted heritage [by retriev-
ing Palestinian documents from elsewhere] through agreements that protect 
cultural heritage and traditions and laws defending our cultural existence’.84

Th ese excerpts, mainly part of a survey conducted by the author in Israel and 
Palestine, confi rm the existence of a common drive – and a related growing 
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eff ort by the Palestinian authorities to gain control of the ‘archive fever’85 – 
to focus on these issues. Such ideas were also analysed at an unprecedented 
international conference, of 24–5 March 2014, at Birzeit University. During 
the conference, entitled ‘Globalizing Palestine: Birzeit University’s Archive in 
an International Perspective – Towards a Chaotic Order’, several presenta-
tions shed light on the process of getting back into history that Palestinian 
society in particular, and much of the broader region in general, is currently 
experiencing.

All this calls to mind Hamid Dabashi’s words regarding the fact that the 
‘post-colonial did not overcome the colonial; it exacerbated it by negation’.86 
Th is statement fi ts very well the history of large parts of the Middle East, 
as viewed from the present moment. Each of the peoples in the region is in 
fact struggling to break the vicious circle triggered by the double ‘process 
of simplifi cation’ imposed on them by Sykes–Picot and the orders and nar-
ratives propounded by IS. Th ey seek their own particular ways to get back 
into history, sustaining shared notions of belonging and rediscovering the 
permeabilities and specifi cities that, for millennia, characterised daily life in 
the Middle East.
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Conclusion:  The Present’s Past

It was assumed that the peoples had no ‘history’, except one following the 
imposition of rule by modern outsiders which had resulted in ‘culture contact’ 
and therefore some cultural change.1

Immanuel Wallerstein

Th ey keep trying to establish power by making us [inhabitants of the Middle 
East] separate, isolated peoples. We are interdependent, interconnected and 
overlapping people. 

Answer provided via Twitter to the author by an 
anonymous profi le on 26 September 2017.

People adapt their memories to suit their suff erings.’2 Since the time the 
Athenian historian Th ucydides (c.460–c.395 bce) wrote these words, the 

world has witnessed enormous changes. Nonetheless, they remain as power-
ful as ever. People continue to focus on some specifi c aspects of their past, 
while neglecting others, in order to cope with the daily challenges of life.

Th e validity of Th ucydides’ statement is especially relevant if applied with 
the purpose of understanding how the history of the last two centuries has 
been instrumental in establishing clearer notions of the ‘self ’ and ‘other’. 
Th roughout this long and often dramatic historical juncture, ‘sealed identi-
ties’ have increasingly been projected into the ancient past through a plethora 
of myths and memories. Th e fi rst victim of this process has been the original 
inclusive dimension of communal interactions.

Th e permeabilities that for millennia characterised the daily life of the 
Middle East seem today largely to have vanished in favour of an ongoing 

‘
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process of homogenisation of diversities. It is a phenomenon that bears some 
resemblance to the historical period between the end of the nineteenth and 
the early twentieth centuries, when the ‘demographic fabric’ of large parts of 
the region was homogeneised through the expulsion of millions of people 
from Anatolia, Bulgaria, Th race, Macedonia and a number of other areas. Yet 
the extent and the potential long-term repercussions of the current processes 
might trigger unprecedented and more complex consequences for much of 
the Eurasian space.

A few examples might help to better explain how these demographic 
shifts are aff ecting the Middle East. Th e war in Syria is forcing hundreds 
of thousands of Sunnis to leave the areas under the regime for Jordan and 
Lebanon. With the aim of strengthening the local Alawite and Shi‘ite 
dominance, President Bashār al-ʾAssad, supported by Tehran, has stripped 
thousands of their citizenship, not renewing their ID cards and making 
possession of updated biometric documents compulsory. While the part-
nership between a pan-Arab secular state (Syria) and an Islamic republic 
(Iran) can hardly be explained simply by their common Shi‘a roots and 
interests, it cannot be denied that the Syrian regime has also carried out the 
systematic demolition of Sunni mosques, used harsh repression in Palestin-
ian refugee camps, such as Yarmouk, and granted citizenship to thousands 
of Shi‘a immigrants from Iraq.3 

Lebanon, on the other hand, now hosts over 1 million new Sunni refugees: 
this new demographic reality poses ‘a potential existential threat to an already 
fragile country’ and is reducing, for the fi rst time since the beginning of this 
century, the infl uence of Hezbollah, the Shi‘a Islamist political, military and 
social welfare organisation.4 Jordan has received 1.4 million Syrian refugees 
(more than 50 per cent of Syrian refugees in Jordan are unregistered), putting 
a strain on the country’s infrastructure and lowering, possibly for the fi rst 
time, the total percentage of the Palestinian population in the country.5 

As for Iraq, IS has forced a large number of non-Sunnis to emigrate. Th e 
aim of this was to create a largely homogenous Sunni demographic reality – a 
goal that some analysts have linked to a few external actors, including Saudi 
Arabia, identifi ed in US embassy cables as ‘the most signifi cant source of 
funding to Sunni terrorist groups worldwide’6 – as a means to counterbalance 
the Iranian ascendency in the region. 
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Th e simplifi ed ethnic demographies triggered by these epochal shifts is fos-
tering an opinion that is gaining force: the wars that are plaguing large parts of 
the Middle East – so goes the claim – are generating a process of ‘ethnocentric 
stabilisation’. Some scholars, for instance, have pointed out that ‘we are wit-
nessing the rearrangement of populations in the region to better fi t the nation-
states that were fi xed after WWI’.7 Others have gone a step further, contending 
that amid tragedy and horror, Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Jordan ‘are becoming 
a bit more stable’,8 and that a ‘Shiitestan’ in Iraq’s south,9 as well as the ‘parti-
tion’ of Syria, might represent stabilising solutions.10 Similar impressions, such 
as the idea that ‘Iraq is the fault line between the Shia and the Sunni world’, or 
‘the main issue [in Yemen] is the 7th century struggle over who is the rightful 
heir to the Prophet Muhammad – Shiites or Sunnis’,11 and solutions, such as 
‘to defeat ISIS, create a Sunni state’,12 have been expressed by dozens of public 
fi gures, diplomats and journalists in the mainstream media.13 

‘Orders’, ‘Categories’, ‘Systems’ 

Th ere is indeed much debate among scholars about the ‘rearrangements of 
populations’ and the shifts in identity and power that are currently taking 
place across the Middle East. In an interview with Adam Shatz, the direc-
tor of the Center for Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma, 
Joshua Landis, argues that the Middle East is witnessing the ‘return’ of the 
twelfth century, when Shi‘ite lords, supported by Persia, dominated much of 
the Northern Syria and the rest of the region. Th e Mamluks and then the 
Ottomans, Landis contends, changed that: ‘they pushed out the Shi‘ites, mar-
ginalised them – they became very impotent’.14

Th is ‘narrative’ has a long historical antecedence. For example, in a letter 
to her father on 23 August 1920, Gertrude Bell referred to Shi‘a clerics in a 
strongly Shi‘a region of Iraq in the following terms: ‘It’s as though you had a 
number of alien popes permanently settled at Canterbury and issuing edicts 
which take precedence of the law of the land. Th e Turks were always at log-
gerheads with them and the Arab govt of the future will fi nd itself in the same 
case.’15 Th ese sorts of approach, aimed at branding local Shi‘ites as ‘alien’, 
have had repercussions that are visible up to the present day and are once 
again rooted in the necessity of reading local realities in terms more suitable 
and useful for external observers. Fostering imaginary ‘orders’ (including the 
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rising ‘Shi‘a order’), ‘categories’ (for instance the one of the Mizrahim) and 
‘systems’ (millets, castes, and so on) is, in this sense, necessary to systematise 
and stabilise complex local contexts.16 

Popular ‘narratives’ such as the one of the ‘rising Shi‘a order’ of the Middle 
East not only ignore the fact that today Shi‘ites represent about 40 per cent 
of the total Muslim population in the Middle East and that, from a theologi-
cal perspective, there are fewer diff erences between Sunnis and Shi‘ites than 
there are between Catholics and Protestants, but also overlook the historical 
context surrounding the dynamics of ‘Shi‘ite marginalisation’.

Shi‘ite communities – characterised by a diversity of beliefs and purposes17 
– have at times been viewed with suspicion by and faced discrimination from 
Sunni rulers, Mamluks and Ottomans fi rst and foremost. Yet their process 
of marginalisation historically has had much less to do with, say, Mamluks’ 
violence and discrimination (twelfth century), and more to do with practical 
interests connected, among other things, to the exploitation of the Silk Road 
during the times (early seventeenth century) of Ma‘nī Prince Fakhr-al-Dīn II, 
when the growth of commercial ties with the West went hand in hand with 
dramatic changes in the demographic composition of much of Greater Syria.

Maronite peasants were then prompted to settle in southern Druze areas 
to cultivate the land, to the disadvantage of the Shi’a components, who were 
forcibly dispossessed. In the long term, this made Christians a majority popu-
lation in southern Lebanon and ignited a long-lasting asymmetry that, in 
Fawwaz Traboulsi’s words, ‘served as the matrix upon which the sectarian 
system and sectarian mobilization were built’.18 Th e new demographic com-
position had a destabilising eff ect, particularly from a social and economic 
perspective, on all local communities.

In this context, it should be noted that Shi‘ite lords, as Landis reminded 
us, were long supported by Persia. Equally relevant, however, is that Persia’s 
population (like that of neighbouring Azerbaijan) was at that time still largely 
Sunni (Shafi ’i and Hanafi  schools): the massive and forced conversion of 
Persia – from ‘marginalized’ Sunnis to newly ‘empowered’ Shi‘ites – in 
fact took place, at the hands of the Safavids, between the sixteenth and the 
eighteenth centuries.

Too much emphasis on the narrative of the return of the ‘historically mar-
ginalized Shi’a communities’, however, risks overshadowing once again the 
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lived experience of a region in which religious boundaries were, for most of its 
history, shifting, blurred and ambiguous. Paraphrasing Peter Sluglett, ‘Chris-
tians, Jews and Muslims were largely indistinguishable from one another in 
most of the cities of the [Ottoman] Empire’.19

Speaking in a public square in Beirut in the Spring of 1909, Jewish lawyer 
Shlomo Yellin (1874–1912) stated that ‘it is not lawful to divide according to 
race; the Turkish, Arab, Armenian, and Jewish elements have mixed one with 
other, and all of them are connected together’.20 In the same period, in a reli-
gious city par excellence such as Jerusalem, almost 80 per cent of the inhab-
itants lived in mixed neighbourhoods and quarters.21 In Yaacov Yehoshua’s 

Figure C.1 Th e vegetable market of Beirut, early twentieth century. 
(Source: American Colony Photo Dept photographers G. Eric and Edith 
Matson Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Washington DC)
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memoir, Yaldut be-Yerushalayim ha-yashena, the author recalled that in the 
city ‘there were joint compounds of Jews and Muslims. We were like one fam-
ily [. . .] Our children played with their [Muslim] children in the yard, and 
if children from the neighborhood hurt us the Muslim children who lived in 
our compound protected us. Th ey were our allies’.22 

All this should not suggest that inter-religious and/or confessional con-
fl icts were unknown. As this book also confi rms, instances of Sunni–Shi‘a 
violence, for instance, were documented as early as the Middle Ages. Yet their 
nature and scope are hardly comparable to those of more recent times. More 
importantly, they do not refl ect the actual history of most of the region’s past.

Multifaceted Pasts

Commenting on the massacres that occurred during the 1860 Civil War 
in Syria, and which culminated in the slaughter at Damascus, a number 
of British and French newspapers provided the image of a ‘civilised’ world 
(Europe) witnessing the actions of an ancient, fanatic and inherently vio-
lent Islamic East: ‘the more disreputable Moslems of Damascus began to 
be exceedingly insolent to the Christians’, noted the Beirut correspondent 
of the London Post, ‘these low Moslems are a numerous, a very trouble-
some, and an exceedingly bigoted race’.23 Just like in present-day Middle 
East, such clashes had little to do with any ‘ancestral cleavage’ between Islam 
and Christianity but were instead largely rooted in a number of practical 
aspects (including the rise of ethno-religious nationalism, the ‘partition’ 
of Lebanon, the long-lasting eff ects of ‘humanitarian imperialism’ and the 
‘homogenising’ eff ects of the Tanzimāt) without which it is still diffi  cult to 
comprehend the genesis – but also the consequences – of such phenomena. 
Not only did most acts of murder and looting that occurred at the time 
involve mainly Druzes and Maronites, but, as witnessed by the British com-
missioner for Syria, Alexander John Fraser (1821–66), ‘great numbers of 
Christians had found refuge in the Moslems’ houses in the streets near the 
Christian quarter’.24

Today, as also happened, mutatis mutandis, at that time, all the diff erent 
peoples in the Middle East are struggling to fi nd their peculiar place in a new 
and largely destabilised region. Many of them – in the Baghdād belt, in the 
provinces of Diyāla, Lātakīa, Tartūs, Bāniyās and many more areas in Iraq, 
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Syria and elsewhere – are also experiencing the increasing need to rediscover 
the ‘confusion of races’,25 with their various permeabilities and specifi cities, 
that for millennia characterised much of the daily life in the region. Shedding 
light on these still incomplete yet signifi cant eff orts is a way of supporting 
their attempts to ‘regain possession’ of those multifaceted pasts. More impor-
tantly, it is a powerful antidote to geopolitical reductionism, so popular in 
our times.

To be sure, the cleavages and sectarian strife that are increasingly brewing 
in the region have once again less to do with ethnic tensions and religious 
diff erences than with economics and identity politics,26 largely related to the 
1979 Iranian Revolution, the 2003 US invasion of Iraq and the Arab upris-
ings, when, deprived more and more of social security networks by their 
states, local communities turned increasingly inward (towards their families, 
communities, confessions), looking for protection.27

It may be argued that the economic and political causes of many of the 
confl icts that are occurring now were nonetheless partially produced by sec-
tarian constraints on the state dictated by a given regime’s need to retain 
power (the largely Alawite leadership in Syria is a case in point). Yet this 
standpoint requires a further, deeper and more practical understanding of 
local dynamics. Very briefl y, the Syrian uprising of 2011 broke out, as in the 
Tunisian case, in an agricultural area, the province of Darʿā, where reportedly 
more than 100,000 people attended an anti-government demonstration on 
25 March 2011.28 Despite having been a stronghold of the Syrian regime for 
decades, Darʿā was one of the areas that suff ered the most from the neoliberal 
economic reforms implemented by Bashār al-ʾAssad soon after he succeeded 
his father in 2000. In addition to cutting economic support for agricultural 
areas, these reforms reached their climax in March 2009 with the launching 
of the Damascus Stock Exchange. Syrian markets were opened to cheaper 
agricultural imports and, as a result, farming communities, also aff ected by 
the devastating droughts in the country in recent years, were increasingly 
unable to rely on agriculture as a source of stable livelihood.29 Th e exclu-
sion, marginalisation and peripheralisation of these and other areas and sec-
tors of the local population triggered some of the main conditions for the 
‘revolutionary moment’ and the ‘epistemological break’ that we are currently 
witnessing.30 
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If the religious diff erences and ethnic tensions can only explain the cur-
rent historical dynamics to a limited degree, the same doubts can be expressed 
about the explanatory powers of the regional stabilisation thesis. Particularly 
in consideration of the Middle East’s peculiar history, the process of homog-
enisation that is taking place in the region appears to be a detrimental and 
ahistorical phenomenon destined only to deepen tensions. As noted by Elias 
Muhanna, ‘the violence in Syria is not some messy centrifugal separation of 
an artifi cial state into its primordial ethnic or sectarian ingredients. Under 
the right economic and political conditions, there should not be anything 
inevitable about such affi  liations.’31

Nevertheless, a few academic works that have appeared in recent years 
in Western countries would seem to contradict what has just been argued. 
For example, the study entitled ‘Good Fences: Th e Importance of Setting 
Boundaries for Peaceful Coexistence’ posits that peace ‘does not depend on 
integrated coexistence, but rather on well defi ned topographical and politi-
cal boundaries separating groups’.32 Taking Switzerland as a case study (the 
Belgian case might have provided diff erent but equally signifi cant insights), 
the authors argue that ‘mountains and lakes are an important part of the 
boundaries between sharply defi ned linguistic areas’.33 

However, focusing on fi ndings that are based on theories and methods 
that deliberately avoid properly considering the historical context can lead 
to misleading conclusions. Th e considerations just described, for instance, 
fail to take into account the peculiar historical eff ects that the secular antago-
nism between Papal authority and monarchical states for the guidance of reli-
gious practice have had on most of the West’s ‘good fences’. Moreover, such 
considerations make even less sense if applied to the specifi c context of the 
Eastern Mediterranean, an area of the world still largely devoid of homo-
geneous communities and with linguistic characteristics that can hardly be 
equated with those of the European context.

‘Fibonacci’s Paradigm’:34 How Quickly Human Beings 
Tend to Forget

Th e Palazzo Colonna in Rome houses some of the most celebrated paint-
ings of 1571’s Battle of Lepanto, when the Muslim fl eets of the Ottoman 
Empire faced the vessels of the Christian Holy League. Since European 
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Christians considered the crucifi x to be an evocative symbol of their reli-
gion, the crescent moon (as with, mutatis mutandis, the Star of David for 
Jews) was automatically read by European artists using the same criteria. 
Hence, the Christian fl eets were depicted – as is sumptuously shown in the 
frescoes in the Galleria Colonna itself – with crossed sails and the Turk-
ish ones with the crescent moon. Th e latter symbol, however, pre-dated 
Islam by several thousand years (dating back to early Sumerian civilisation) 
and did not hold such signifi cance within the cultural universe that it was 
meant to represent. It was utilised exclusively for decorative purposes and 
not only in the dār al-Islām (house of Islam). In fact, there are no emblems 
in Islam and early Muslim communities did not really have a symbol to 
identify themselves (no mention of such a symbol occurs in the Quran). 
Over the centuries, as has happened for many other things, the dominant 
perception on both shores of the Atlantic led a signifi cant percentage of 
Muslims to accept and, later on, to use a symbol largely pinned on them 
from the outside.35 Attempts to interpret and simplify the ‘other’ are thus 
rooted deep in the past.36

Figure C.2 A Jew and a Muslim playing chess in thirteenth-century al-Andalus. 
In El Libro de los Juegos (commissioned by Alphonse X of Castile), Biblioteca del 
Monasterios de San Lorenzo Escorial, 1283, fol. 63.
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Yet, despite its largely ‘solipsistic background’, the crescent moon can also 
be perceived as the symbol of the empathetic interactions that for millennia 
characterised much of the life in the Mediterranean basin and beyond. One 
example of this might be found in the statues erected along the banks of the 
River Liff ey in Dublin in 1997, in remembrance of the event that, more than 
anything else, marked the history of modern Ireland. A series of petrifi ed 
silhouettes commemorate the Great Famine that killed about a million Irish 
people between 1845 and 1849; over a million more were forced to emigrate, 
mainly to the United States.

Despite it being a distant country, and of the Christian faith, Ottoman 
Sultan Abdülmecid I (1823–61), who acquired the title of Ghāzī (‘Warrior 
for the Faith’) at the outbreak of the Crimean War (1853–6),37 was struck 
by this catastrophe and expressed the will to send £10,000 (around 10 mil-
lion euros today) to support the Irish peasants. Th e off er was declined by 
Queen Victoria (1819–1901), who had committed herself to donate only 
£2,000. Th e sultan was forced to accept the ‘diktat’, and sent £1,000 only. 
Secretly, however, he also dispatched three ships loaded with grain and food 
that arrived a few weeks later in the harbour of Drogheda (56km north of 
Dublin). In the decades and centuries that followed, this generous gesture 

Figure C.3 Th e Battle of Lepanto, oil on canvas (1270 mm x 2324 mm), by 
an unidentifi ed artist, in the collection of the National Maritime Museum in 
Greenwich, London.
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has been acknowledged in a number of publications, including James Joyce’s 
(1882–41) Ulysses.38 Moreover, a number of sources claim that, with the 
purpose of commemorating the humanitarian spirit of this act, the city of 
Drogheda inserted a star and a crescent into its coat of arms.39 Both are still 
visible in the logos of both the Drogheda United (the local football team) and 
the Turkish football team of Trabzonspor: the two teams still share the same 
colours on their kits.

Th is reminds us of how quickly human beings tend to forget things. 
Th e humanitarian and cultural intersections that have shaped the daily 
lives of ‘pagan peoples’, religious groups and confessions for millennia are 
often hidden and ‘covered’ by dense layers of history, mainly linked to 
the homogenising eff ects of nationalism and the racialisation of religious 
belonging. Yet a wide range of documents and oral sources confi rm this 
deeply rooted history of interactions – that includes also the rich con-
tacts between the Vikings and the ‘Arab world’ between the ninth and 
the eleventh centuries40 – and the problems connected to the modern and 

Figure C.4  Th e Famine statues in Dublin.
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contemporary processes (for instance, see the Lebanese civil war, or the 
ongoing Greek–Turkish clashes over Cyprus) of what Lord Curzon defi ned 
the ‘ethnic unmixing of peoples’.41 

As witnessed by many Ottoman observers quoted in this work, and in 
reference to a wide range of diff erent areas, ‘diff erent denominations lived 
like a family’.42 As we have seen, similar situations were visible in areas where 
ethno-sectarian drives have contributed to generating extreme expressions of 
violence. ‘Turks were like brothers [adelfi a] for us’, remarked Greek house-
wife Maria Xatziheodorou in reference to pre-First World War Potamia 
(central Greece); ‘we used to go to their [meeting] places and they used to 
come in our houses [. . .] When İzmir was destroyed [1919–22] a radical 
change occurred’.43 Shedding light on such realities and perceptions as these 
should not be viewed as an attempt to promote the image of an interfaith or 
interracial utopia, of a ‘golden age’ in which Muslims, Christians, Jews and 
other religious or ethnic groups worked together in full equality and har-
mony. Instead, it is a way of examining history in its complexity, providing a 
deeper intra-regional understanding of the (past and ongoing) politicisation 
of ethno-religious diff erences.44 In this sense, to examine the transition from 
shared spaces to sealed identities is, to a large extent, and from an Eastern 
Mediterranean perspective, a way of revealing the passage from an ‘inter-
nal’ history to an ‘external’ one. Indeed, those observing the region from the 
outside often have the tendency, paraphrasing Amílcar Cabral’s words at the 
Conference of Dār es-Salām in 1963, to believe ‘that it was they who brought 
us into history: today we show that this is not so. Th ey made us leave history, 
our history, to follow them, right at the back, to follow the progress of their 
history’.45 Millions of people in the areas covered in this volume are acting or 
speaking while driven by this very same spirit. It is time to pay more attention 
to their voices, sustaining and supporting their growing eff orts to get back 
into their own histories.
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