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foundly new understanding of 2

key issue in modern Middle Eastern

history, Efraim and Inari Karsh re-’

view the relations between Europe
and the Ottoman empire in the final
century-and-a-half of the latter’s ex-
istence, and in the process nearly re-
verse the standard historical inter-
pretadon. According to that inter-
pretation, from about the time of the

French Revolution until World War
I, a dynamic, arrogant, imperial Fu-
rope imposed its will on a static, hu-

miliated, supine East. This frame- .

work is common to nearly every
leading historian, almost regardless
of era or political disposition.
Thus, in the first half of this cen-
tury, when diplomatic history was in
vogue, the notion of an active Eu-

rope and 2 passive Middle Fast un- |

dergirded the whole study of the
“Eastern Question”: that huge set
of international issues created by the
weakness of the Ottoman empire
and its gradual dissolution. Almost
without exception, studies of this

topic concentrated on decisions

made in London, Paris, Berlin, Vi-
enna, and Moscow—with little no-

tce given to [stanbul, Cairo, and -

Teheran, locales that basically serve
as the background for European ac-
ton. Right at the start of 4 Peace 10
End All Peace (1989), his excellent
survey of the impact of World War I
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on the Middle East, David Fromkin
makes this point explicit: “Middle
Eastern personalities, circumstances,
and political cultures,” he writes,
“do not figure a great deal in che
narrative that follows, except when
I suggest the outlines and dimen-
sions of what European polidcians
were ignoring when they made their
decisions.”

Even scholars who focus on the
Middle East itself have accepted this
premise, L. Carl Brown, the distin-
guished Princeton historian, ob-
serves that the modern Middle East
“has been so continuously inter-
locked with the West as to have be-
come almost an appendage of the
Western political system.” In his
masterful survey, The Middle East: A
Brief History of the Last 2,000 Years
(1996), Bernard Lewis offers a more
nuanced formulation, writing that
after 1800, “the course of events in
the Middle East [was] profoundly
influenced, and in times of crisis
dominated, by the interests, ambi-
tions, and actions of the European
Great Powers.”

Here is where the Karshes, 2 hus-
band-and-wife team, step in. In Em-
pires of the Samd,* they characterize
the standard account as “funda-
mentally misconceived.” Middle
Easterners, they assert, “were not
hapless victims of predatory impe-
rial powers but active participants in
the restructuring of their region.”
Put more directly:

"Twentieth-century Middle East-
ern history is essentially the cul-
‘mination of long-standing idige-
70us Tends, passions, and patterns
of bcimv:%:- rather than m;;a exter-
nally imposed dictate, Great-pow-
E;;::ﬂucnccs, however potent,
played a secondary con-
stituting neither the primary force
behind the region’s political de-
velopment nor the main cause of
its notorious volatility.

* This book wonid have been better served
with 2 more accurate subtitle, for it desls not
with the Middle East as such but with the
Ottoman state—which explains why the
Balkans receive more awrention than Iran,

DRrawine oN a wide range of orig-
inal sources, and writing in a clear-
ly organized fashion and in fast-
paced prose, the Karshes make a
very compelling case for their revi-
sionist position, establishing it point
by point and in elegant detail.

Let me draw attention to three .
points where their researches are of
particular significance. First, why
did the Ottomans decide-—disas-
trously, as it turned out—co enter
World War I on the German side?
In the consensus view, this resulted
from (in the phrasing of the histo-
rian Howard M. Sachar) a “stupen-
dous” coup by Berlin, which pulled
the wool over the eyes of the cred-
ulous Ottomans. The Karshes find
this exactly wrong; they show how
Ottoman leaders mitiated talks with .
Germany to explore an alliance, and
document the lukewarm reception
accorded to these addresses by many
German officials. Far from having
been dictated by Berlin, the Ot-
toman decision was 2 supremely
reckless gamble by headstrong -
young rulers engaged in “an impe-
rialist bid for territorial expansion
and restoration of lost glory.” [t was
also “by far the most important de-
cision in the history of the modern
Middle East,” leading as it soon did
to the fall of the empire and the
emergence of the strife-filled order
that still prevails today.

A second point involves the mod-
ern Arab dream of a single Arabic-
speaking country stretching from
the Adantic to the Persian Gulf,
The standard account blames Eu-
ropean maneuvering for the failure
of this grand ambition, bur once
again the Karshes turn the argu-
ment on its head. Left to their own
fracrious politics, the Arabs, they
suggest, would actually have ended
up with even more, and smaller,
states than was the case: “great-
power interference ensured the ad-
vent of a string of Middle Eastern




states that were significantly larger
than the political entities that would
otherwise have been created.”
Finally, there is the notoriously
disputed subject of Middle Eastern
boundaries. Arabs routinely heap
blame on the Sykes-Picot agree-
ment of May 1916—a secret deal by
Britain, France, and Russia to divide
up the Middle East—for their still-
festering border quarrels. In The
Arab Awakening, a very influential
study published in 1938, George
Antonius denounced that agreement
as a “shocking document” and a
“breach of faith” by the great pow-
ers. Still today, the Assad regime
ruling in Syria denounces the long-
ago Sykes-Picot deal as the source
of the “false borders” that divide the
Middle East and have caused so
many problems. Most scholars echo
this view. But the Karshes boldly
present Sykes-Picot as honorable—
an honest attempt by the British to
reconcile their prior obligations to
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France with their new ones to the
Arabs. In a statement bound to
cause scholarly heartburn, they
praise Sykes-Picot as the “first ever
great-power recognition of the
Arabs’ right to self-determination.”

On 2 wide range of other issues,
1o, this wall-to-wall revisionist ac-
count upends the conventional nar-
radve. It establishes that Ottoman
(and not Russian) agpressiveness
caused the Turks to lose control of
the Balkans; that Great Britain found
itself ruling Egypt more on account
of Ottoman mistakes than out of its
own impenal desires; that the Arab
Revolt of World War I was inspired
less by nationalist sentiments or oth-
er “lofty ideals” than by “che glitter
of British gold.” More broadly, the
Karshes also turn around the usual
argument for British duplicity in

" World War I, pinning this charge in-

stead on the Arabs. Arab leaders,
they demonstrate, made fraudulent
claims about the extent of their own

political authority, gave empty pro- |,
mises of military action, and bar- |

gained continuously with the Cen-
tral Powers with an eye to double-
crossing the British.

Iw ALL, I can hardly remember last
reading so important and daring a
reinterpretation of Middle Eastern
history, or one so laden with impli-
cations. Already the Karshes’ radi-
cal rejection of prevailing wisdom
has prompted strong reactions from
the scholarly community, as anyone
visiting the relevant websites can at-

test. In time, indeed, some of their |

views may end up being refuted or
heavily qualified. Nevertheless,
their key 1deas are likely to prevail,
and even to become the new stan-
dard account. And who knows?
This book could eventually affect
the acadernic study of other areas of
East-West contact, including Africa,
India, and East Asia.

Conceivably it could affect polit-
ical attitudes as well—and much for
the better. Emspires of the Sand shreds
the main reason for Europeans to
feel guilt-ridden toward the Mid-

dle East. If Sykes-Picot was not a

“breach of faith,” and if the British
and French generally behaved with
at least as much honor as their Mid-
dle Eastern counterparts, might not
the British, the French, and other
Europeans begin to rethink their
stock responses to the issues that
currently bedevil the region?

And why stop with Europeans?
Arab Middle Easterners have long
sought comfort in the notion of
their victinization at the hands of
the perfidious, conspiratorial West.
By coming instead to accept that
they themselves largely created their
own destiny and made their own
history in the 20th century, they
might persuade themselves they can
do the same in the 21st—only this
time by throwing off their habimal
sense of grievance, reigning in their
autocratic rulers, reforming their
moribund economies, and over-
coming their radical ideologies.




