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Introduction
Borders of Fire: How World War I Rewrote the Middle East is a history of lines—lines
imagined in secret rooms, traced across maps, and enforced on the ground by
bayonets, treaties, and bureaucrats. It is also a history of people whose lives were
reordered by those lines: tribes divided, cities reassigned, minorities exposed, and
new majorities empowered. This book argues that the collapse of empires and the
improvisations of wartime diplomacy did not merely redraw a political map; they
created institutions, expectations, and grievances that continue to animate conflict
and policy across the region today.

The shorthand for this story is often “Sykes–Picot,” a phrase invoked to explain almost
everything that went wrong. While the 1916 agreement is central, the shorthand
obscures as much as it reveals. The postwar order was not a single blueprint but a
layered process: promises to Arabs seeking independence, commitments to Zionists
envisioning a national home, French and British competition, and the legal fiction of a
League of Nations “mandate” system that rebranded empire as tutelage. Local actors
were never mere spectators. Sharifian leaders, urban notables, tribal confederations,
religious authorities, and emerging national movements shaped outcomes, negotiated
terms, and resisted impositions. The result was not predestined; it was contested at
every turn.

World War I brought the Ottoman Empire to an end, but the armistices and
conferences that followed—Mudros, Paris, San Remo, Sèvres, and ultimately
Lausanne—left questions unresolved. Which communities counted as nations? Where
should frontiers fall in a landscape where language, sect, tribe, and trade overlapped?
Who would control the rails, rivers, and oil that underwrote sovereignty? The answers,
improvised under pressure, produced new states—Iraq, Transjordan, Syria, Lebanon,
and a Mandate for Palestine—each launched with contradictory promises and fragile
compacts. These settlements carried forward the logic of imperial security even as
they spoke the language of self-determination.

The mandate era embedded structures that outlived colonial rule: centralized
bureaucracies, security-first governance, sectarian quotas in some places and
homogenizing national projects in others. Borders that looked straight on maps cut
across pastures, pilgrimage routes, and kinship networks. Territorial disputes over
Mosul and the Jazira turned economic assets into geopolitical flashpoints. Minority
communities—Armenians, Assyrians, Kurds, Druze, Alawites, Jews, and others—faced
shifting protections and perils, from promises of autonomy to episodes of violence and
displacement. The politics of refuge and expulsion, already visible during war and
genocide, became a recurring feature of the new order.
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As the twentieth century unfolded, these foundations interacted with new forces: the
rise of mass politics and militaries, Cold War alignments, oil economies, and
transnational ideologies from Ba‘thism to Islamism. Wars in 1948 and 1967,
revolutions and coups from Tehran to Baghdad and Damascus, civil conflicts in
Lebanon and later Syria, and the U.S.-led interventions of 1990–91 and 2003 all
reopened questions presumed settled. Each episode did more than alter rulers; it
reinscribed or challenged borders, redefined citizenship, and recalibrated who could
claim the mantle of legitimate authority within and across states.

This book traces those arcs through a series of interlocking case studies. We move
from wartime correspondence and secret maps to the mandate offices where officials
translated abstractions into land surveys, tax codes, and police districts; from the
drawing rooms of Paris to the deserts of the Hejaz, the alleyways of Jerusalem, and the
oil towns of Kirkuk and Mosul. Along the way, we examine how
infrastructure—railways, pipelines, and ports—created corridors of power, and how
demography and displacement turned confessional balances into political formulas or
pretexts for repression. The analysis insists on a dual lens: imperial design and local
agency in constant friction.

Although anchored in the aftermath of World War I, the story reaches into the present
because the institutions and narratives born in that era still frame contemporary
debates. When militants declared the “end of Sykes–Picot,” when protestors invoked
self-determination, or when policymakers weighed federalism, autonomy, or new
security compacts, they were speaking a language forged a century ago.
Understanding that vocabulary—its origins, ambiguities, and limits—does not solve
today’s crises. But it clarifies what is truly at stake and which solutions risk repeating
old mistakes in new forms.

Borders of Fire aims to offer readers a clear, historically grounded map for navigating
these arguments. It neither romanticizes a lost Ottoman pluralism nor reduces
complexity to a single imperial conspiracy. Instead, it follows evidence across archives
and landscapes, listening for the local amid the geopolitical. By the end, readers will
be equipped to see past easy slogans—beyond “Sykes–Picot” as a catchall—and to
evaluate contemporary policy with a deeper appreciation for how borders are made,
unmade, and lived.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Ottoman Empire on the Eve of
1914
Imagine a sprawling empire, ancient and complex, a mosaic of peoples, faiths, and
languages, stretching from the sun-drenched shores of the Mediterranean to the
rugged mountains of Persia, and from the deserts of Arabia to the fertile plains of
Anatolia. This was the Ottoman Empire on the cusp of the First World War, an entity
often dismissed in Western narratives as the "Sick Man of Europe," yet far from a
moribund patient awaiting its final breath. While certainly facing immense challenges,
the empire in 1914 was also a dynamic, if often contradictory, state grappling with
modernity, internal reform, and external pressures.

For over six centuries, the Ottomans had been a formidable power, heirs to both
Roman and Islamic traditions, their reach once extending deep into Central Europe.
Their longevity was a testament to their administrative ingenuity, their ability to
incorporate diverse populations, and their formidable military machine. By the early
20th century, however, that reach had receded considerably. A series of costly wars
and nationalist movements had chipped away at their European territories, leading to
the independence of Greece, Serbia, Bulgaria, and Romania, and the loss of Bosnia
and Herzegovina to Austro-Hungarian administration. Libya, their last significant North
African possession, had fallen to Italy in 1912.

Despite these territorial losses, the empire still encompassed a vast swathe of territory
that would become the modern Middle East. Its heartland was Anatolia, the peninsula
that forms present-day Turkey, but its writ also ran across the Levant, Mesopotamia,
and the Arabian Peninsula. Damascus, Aleppo, Baghdad, Jerusalem, Beirut, and Mecca
were all Ottoman cities, integral to the empire's economic, cultural, and religious life.
This geographical expanse meant a staggering diversity within its borders. Sunni
Muslims formed the majority, but Shia communities thrived in Mesopotamia and parts
of Syria. Christians of various denominations – Orthodox, Maronite, Armenian, Syriac –
were significant populations, particularly in the Levant and Anatolia. Jewish
communities, though smaller, were also present in many urban centers.

This religious and ethnic tapestry was not merely tolerated but, in many ways, woven
into the fabric of Ottoman governance through the millet system. This system allowed
religious communities a degree of autonomous self-governance under their own laws
and leaders, particularly in matters of personal status like marriage, divorce, and
inheritance. While not without its limitations and inequalities, the millet system
provided a framework for coexistence that often contrasted sharply with the more
homogenizing nationalisms emerging in Europe. It meant that a Greek Orthodox
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Christian in Istanbul might live under different legal provisions than a Sunni Muslim in
the same city, both ultimately subjects of the Sultan.

Economically, the empire was undergoing a period of significant, albeit uneven,
development. Railways, a symbol of modernity and imperial control, were being
extended, most notably the ambitious Berlin-Baghdad Railway project, which aimed to
connect Europe with the Persian Gulf. This railway, while never fully completed before
the war, symbolized the increasing integration of the empire into the global economy
and the strategic interests it held for European powers. Ports like Beirut, Smyrna
(Izmir), and Basra bustled with trade, connecting imperial markets with the wider
world. Agricultural production, particularly in the fertile crescent, remained the
backbone of the economy, though nascent industries were also emerging.

Politically, the Ottoman Empire was in the throes of a profound transformation. The
autocratic rule of Sultan Abdulhamid II, which had dominated the late 19th century,
had been overthrown by the Young Turk Revolution of 1908. This revolution, led by a
group of reform-minded officers and intellectuals known as the Committee of Union
and Progress (CUP), promised a new era of constitutionalism, parliamentary rule, and
equality for all Ottoman subjects. While the initial euphoria was widespread, the CUP's
rule quickly proved to be a complex mix of reformist zeal and increasingly
authoritarian tendencies.

The Young Turks faced an unenviable task: to modernize a vast, multi-ethnic empire
while simultaneously fending off external aggression and internal fissiparous
tendencies. Their ideology, initially rooted in Ottomanism – the idea of a shared
Ottoman identity transcending religious and ethnic lines – gradually shifted towards a
more Turkocentric nationalism, particularly after the Balkan Wars. This shift, while
understandable in the context of territorial losses to emerging Balkan nation-states,
caused unease among the empire's Arab, Armenian, and other non-Turkish
populations, who began to feel their distinct identities threatened.

Indeed, Arab nationalism, though still a nascent force, was beginning to stir in the
empire's Arab provinces. Intellectuals and local notables, inspired by similar
movements in Europe and a growing sense of distinct Arab identity, debated the
future of their communities within or perhaps even outside the Ottoman framework.
These discussions, often held in literary salons and nascent political societies, were far
from a unified call for immediate independence. Many educated Arabs still saw their
future intertwined with the Ottoman Empire, albeit a reformed and more equitable
one. Their grievances often focused on issues of language, administrative
appointments, and greater autonomy rather than outright secession.

Similarly, other communities within the empire harbored their own aspirations.
Armenians, concentrated in eastern Anatolia, sought greater protections and reforms,
having endured periodic massacres in the preceding decades. Kurdish tribes,
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straddling the Ottoman and Persian borders, maintained a complex relationship with
the central authorities, often asserting local autonomy while simultaneously being
drawn into imperial conflicts. These diverse aspirations, though not yet coalescing into
unified national movements demanding independent states, represented a significant
internal challenge to the CUP's vision of a revitalized, centralized Ottoman state.

The military was also undergoing a significant overhaul. German military advisors
were brought in to modernize the army, reflecting Germany's growing influence in
Istanbul. This modernization effort was crucial for an empire that had been almost
constantly at war for decades. The army, despite its recent defeats, remained a
powerful institution and a key player in Ottoman politics, as evidenced by the Young
Turk Revolution itself. Its officer corps, many of whom had been educated in European
military academies, were at the forefront of the reform movement.

Beyond the internal dynamics, the Ottoman Empire occupied a pivotal geopolitical
position. It straddled the crossroads of Europe, Asia, and Africa, controlling vital
waterways like the Dardanelles and the Bosphorus, which connected the Black Sea to
the Mediterranean. Its proximity to Russia, a historical adversary, and its strategic
importance to Britain, with its vast Indian Empire, made it a constant subject of great
power maneuvering. Germany, a latecomer to the imperial game, saw the Ottomans
as a valuable ally in its quest for global influence, hence the railway projects and
military assistance.

The great powers of Europe—Britain, France, Russia, Germany, and Austria-
Hungary—each harbored their own interests and ambitions regarding the Ottoman
Empire. Russia, driven by a desire for access to warm-water ports and the protection
of Orthodox Christians, had historically sought to chip away at Ottoman territory.
Britain, concerned about the security of its route to India, aimed to maintain the
integrity of the empire, or at least prevent any single rival from dominating it. France
had significant economic and cultural ties, particularly in the Levant. Germany, as
mentioned, sought to expand its influence and economic reach. This complex web of
external interests often complicated the Ottoman government's efforts to enact
reforms and assert its sovereignty.

The period leading up to 1914 was, therefore, not one of stagnant decay but rather of
intense ferment. The "Sick Man" was indeed ailing, but he was also actively trying to
cure himself, albeit with varying degrees of success and with many competing
prescriptions. The Young Turk leaders, despite their shortcomings, were driven by a
genuine desire to save the empire and restore its former glory. They believed that by
embracing modern technology, fostering a sense of shared Ottoman identity, and
centralizing power, they could overcome the challenges of a rapidly changing world.

However, the very process of modernization and centralization often exacerbated
existing tensions. The push for a more unified, modern state often clashed with the
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diverse identities and traditions of its many peoples. The empire's lingering fiscal
weakness meant it was often reliant on foreign loans, giving European powers further
leverage. And the constant threat of external intervention made it difficult for any
reform program to take root without being derailed by a new crisis.

In this context, the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in June
1914, seemingly a distant event in the Balkans, set in motion a chain of events that
would irrevocably alter the course of the Ottoman Empire. While its leaders debated
whether to remain neutral or to align with one of the burgeoning European blocs, the
die was already being cast. The choices made in the coming months would not only
determine the fate of the empire but also lay the groundwork for a new political
geography in a region that would come to be known as the Middle East, a term itself
largely a product of this unfolding global conflict. The Ottoman Empire, for all its
complexities and internal contradictions, was about to be engulfed by a conflagration
that would ultimately consume it, leaving behind a new landscape of borders,
identities, and unresolved aspirations.
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