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The Middle East’'s complex history has often been shaped by external forces, particularly
European powers, whose partitioning of the region in the aftermath of the Ottoman
Empire's decline laid the groundwork for many ongoing conflicts. While the phrase "stole all
the oil" simplifies a multifaceted history, it underscores the exploitation and strategic
interests Europeans had in the region’s vast natural resources, especially oil. This article
explores how European partitioning policies, colonial strategies, and economic pursuits
contributed to persistent political instability, social divisions, and resource control issues
that continue to affect the Middle East today.

The Historical Context: The Fall of the Ottoman
Empire

The Ottoman Empire’s Decline

The Ottoman Empire, which had controlled much of the Middle East for centuries, began to
weaken in the 19th century due to internal strife, military defeats, and external pressures.
By the early 20th century, it was a shadow of its former self, creating a power vacuum that
European nations eagerly sought to fill. This decline set the stage for the partitioning of the
region.

European Interests in the Region

European powers, notably Britain and France, viewed the collapsing Ottoman territories as
vital spheres of influence. Their interests ranged from strategic military positioning to
economic exploitation, especially of the region’s burgeoning oil industry. The discovery of
oil in Persia (lran), Mesopotamia (Iraq), and the Arabian Peninsula intensified their
ambitions.

The Sykes-Picot Agreement and the Division of
the Middle East

The Secret Negotiation

In 1916, Britain and France negotiated the Sykes-Picot Agreement, secretly planning to
divide Ottoman lands between themselves after World War I. This agreement disregarded



the aspirations of local populations and laid the foundation for arbitrary borders.

Impacts of Sykes-Picot

- Created artificial boundaries without regard for ethnic, religious, or tribal realities
- Sowed seeds of future conflicts by prioritizing European interests
- Facilitated European control over strategic regions and resources

Colonial Mandates and Their Consequences

The League of Nations Mandates

Post-World War |, the League of Nations formalized European control through mandates,
essentially a form of colonial rule. Britain received mandates over Palestine, Transjordan
(Jordan), and Iraq, while France controlled Syria and Lebanon.

Resource Exploitation and Oil Control
European companies and governments prioritized resource extraction, particularly oil. Key
points include:

- Securing oil concessions from local rulers and governments
- Establishing oil infrastructure such as pipelines and refineries
- Ensuring European dominance over regional energy supplies

The Impact on Local Populations

The mandate system often marginalized local elites, suppressed nationalist movements,
and prioritized European economic interests, leading to long-term resentment and
instability.

The Role of Oil in European Strategies

Oil as a Strategic Asset

By the 1920s and 1930s, Middle Eastern oil became a strategic asset for European powers
and later the United States. The control of oil fields provided economic wealth and
geopolitical leverage.

Major Oil Companies and Their Influence

European and American oil companies, such as Royal Dutch Shell, BP, and Standard Qil
(later Exxon), gained significant concessions and influence over regional oil resources, often



at the expense of local governments.

Examples of Exploitation

- The creation of oil infrastructure that prioritized European access
- Suppression of local industries to ensure European dominance
- Political influence through oil concessions, often fueling corruption and instability

The Long-Term Effects of Partitioning on the
Middle East

Political Instability and Conflicts

The artificial borders and European interference undermined traditional social and political
structures, leading to:

- Ethnic and religious tensions
- Recurrent conflicts over borders and resources
- The rise of nationalist movements seeking independence

Creation of Modern State Boundaries

Many current Middle Eastern states were drawn without regard to ethnic or tribal realities,
creating states with internal divisions that have fueled ongoing unrest.

Persistent Resource Disputes

Control over oil resources remains a contentious issue, with external powers often
intervening to safeguard their interests, leading to proxy wars and regional instability.

Case Studies: How Partitioning Shaped Specific
Countries

Iraq

- Created from Ottoman lands without regard for ethnic or religious divisions

- British influence led to a monarchy and later authoritarian regimes

- Oil wealth concentrated in the hands of foreign and local elites, fueling corruption and
conflict



Syria and Lebanon

- French mandates imposed borders that disregarded sectarian compositions
- Colonial policies favored certain groups, sowing division
- Ongoing conflicts linked to colonial legacy and resource control

Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict

- British mandate facilitated Jewish immigration and land purchases, leading to tensions
- Partition plans and subsequent wars disrupted regional stability
- Ongoing disputes over land and resources rooted in colonial-era decisions

The Modern Legacy: Oil, Power, and Instability

External Influence and Modern Conflicts

The legacy of European partitioning persists through continued foreign involvement,
military interventions, and economic dependencies.

Resource Curse

Countries rich in oil often face corruption, authoritarian governance, and civil unrest—a
phenomenon known as the "resource curse."

Geopolitical Tensions

Control over oil resources has led to alliances, conflicts, and interventions by global powers,
perpetuating instability in the region.

Conclusion: Lessons from the Past

The European partitioning of the Middle East, driven by strategic, economic, and colonial
ambitions, fundamentally reshaped the region’s political landscape. By drawing borders
without regard for local realities and prioritizing resource extraction—particularly oil—the
Europeans set in motion a series of conflicts, social divisions, and resource struggles that
continue to define the Middle East today. Recognizing this history is crucial in
understanding the persistent issues and working toward more equitable and sustainable
solutions for the region’s future.

Summary of Key Points:

- European powers divided Ottoman lands through secret agreements and mandates

- Arbitrary borders ignored ethnic, religious, and tribal realities

- European-controlled oil resources became a strategic and economic focus

- Colonial policies marginalized local populations and fueled unrest

- The legacy of resource control and external influence persists today, fueling conflict and



instability

Understanding how European partitioning and resource exploitation shaped the Middle East
underscores the importance of sovereignty, local agency, and equitable resource
management in fostering regional stability and development.

Frequently Asked Questions

How did European partitioning of the Middle East
contribute to ongoing regional conflicts?

European partitioning disregarded local ethnic, religious, and tribal boundaries, creating
artificial states that fostered tensions and conflicts among diverse groups, many of which
persist today.

In what ways did European control over Middle Eastern
oil resources impact regional stability?

European powers, seeking to control oil resources, prioritized their own economic interests,
often exploiting these resources without regard for local communities, leading to economic
disparities and unrest.

Did European partitioning prioritize local needs or
imperial interests in the Middle East?

European partitioning primarily served imperial interests, often neglecting local needs,
cultures, and political structures, which sowed seeds of resentment and instability.

How did the European extraction of oil influence the
development of Middle Eastern countries?

European extraction focused on resource depletion and profit, which hindered local
economic development, contributed to dependency on foreign powers, and led to resource-
based conflicts.

What role did European borders play in the current
conflicts in the Middle East?

European borders often ignored historical and ethnic divisions, creating states with internal
tensions that have escalated into ongoing conflicts and civil wars.

Was the European seizure of oil a primary factor in the



Middle East’s political instability?

Yes, the control and exploitation of oil by European powers contributed significantly to
political instability, as local populations felt exploited and marginalized.

How did European imperialism shape the modern
geopolitical landscape of the Middle East?

European imperialism established artificial states and economic systems centered around
resource extraction, leading to long-term geopolitical issues, including power struggles and
regional conflicts.

Are the issues in the Middle East today directly linked
to European partitioning and resource control?

Many issues, including territorial disputes, political instability, and economic struggles, can
be traced back to the legacy of European partitioning and resource exploitation in the
region.

Additional Resources
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The history of the Middle East is intricately tied to the colonial ambitions and territorial
divisions imposed by European powers during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This
period, marked by the so-called "Scramble for Africa and the Middle East," fundamentally
reshaped the region's political landscape, socio-economic structures, and communal
relationships. A central, often overlooked consequence of this partitioning was the
extraction and monopolization of oil resources by European interests, which set the stage
for ongoing conflicts, economic dependency, and geopolitical instability. This review delves
into how European partitioning laid the groundwork for these issues, emphasizing the
profound impact of colonial policies on the Middle East today.

The Context of European Partitioning in the
Middle East

Historical Background and the Fall of the Ottoman
Empire

- The Ottoman Empire, which had dominated much of the Middle East for centuries, began



to weaken in the 19th century due to internal decline, military defeats, and economic
challenges.

- The empire’s strategic importance increased among European powers, who saw the
region as vital for trade routes, influence, and access to resources, especially oil.

- After World War | (1914-1918), the Ottoman Empire collapsed, leaving a power vacuum
that European nations eagerly sought to fill.

Colonial Powers and the Sykes-Picot Agreement

- The 1916 secret Sykes-Picot Agreement between Britain and France proposed dividing
Ottoman territories into spheres of influence, disregarding local populations and existing
ethnic or tribal boundaries.

- This division was formalized through mandates established by the League of Nations, with
Britain taking control of Palestine, Transjordan, and Iraq, and France controlling Syria and
Lebanon.

- These mandates effectively made the Middle East a colonial playground, with European
powers wielding significant control over political, economic, and military affairs.

Artificial Borders and Ethnic Divisions

- The borders drawn by Europeans often ignored the complex mosaic of ethnic, religious,
and tribal groups in the region.

- This resulted in:

- The creation of states with conflicting internal identities.

- The marginalization of certain communities.

- The fostering of long-term tensions, as groups felt their interests were secondary to
colonial priorities.

Resource Exploitation and the Stolen Oil Wealth

Discovery and Control of Oil Resources

- The early 20th century marked the beginning of large-scale oil exploration in the Middle
East, driven by European companies and interests.

- Major discoveries in Persia (modern-day Iran), Irag, and the Arabian Peninsula attracted
Western companies seeking to control lucrative reserves.

- The Anglo-Persian Oil Company (later BP) and Standard Oil were among the first to
establish dominance over regional oil production.



European Monopoly and Economic Dependence

- European companies and governments negotiated concessions that granted them control
over vast oil fields.

- These concessions often:

- Favored European companies at the expense of local populations.

- Allowed Europeans to extract wealth with minimal reinvestment into local economies.

- Established a pattern where the region’s natural resources served European economic
interests rather than local development.

Legal and Political Frameworks Favoring European
Interests

- Mandate systems and treaties often included clauses that limited local control over oil
resources.

- Many agreements stipulated that the European companies could operate with minimal
interference, extracting resources freely.

- This legal framework effectively "stole" the region’s oil wealth, funneling it out of the
Middle East and enriching European nations and corporations.

Consequences of European Partitioning and Oil
Exploitation

Economic Impacts and Dependency

- The Middle East's economies became heavily dependent on oil exports controlled by
European interests.

- Local industries and diversification were neglected, leading to economic vulnerabilities.
- When European companies and governments decided to prioritize their own interests,
local populations often suffered from neglect, unemployment, and poverty.

Political Instability and Conflict

- Artificial borders and lack of regard for local governance fostered resentment.

- The dominance of European interests created grievances that fueled nationalist
movements.

- Control over oil resources became a central issue in regional conflicts, including:
- The Arab revolt against Ottoman rule during World War 1.

- The rise of nationalist leaders seeking independence.



- Modern conflicts over resource control, such as the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and Iraqi
struggles.

Long-term Geopolitical Issues

- The European division of the region set the stage for ongoing geopolitical tensions.

- External powers continued to exert influence over Middle Eastern politics, often justified
by the need to safeguard strategic and resource interests.

- The extraction of oil by European and later Western corporations contributed to a pattern
where regional security and sovereignty remain compromised.

The Legacy of Colonial Policies on the Middle East
Today

Economic Challenges and Underdevelopment

- The focus on resource extraction rather than sustainable development has left many
Middle Eastern countries with economies heavily reliant on oil.

- This reliance makes economies vulnerable to global oil price fluctuations and external
shocks.

- Attempts at diversification have often been hindered by entrenched colonial-era
structures and foreign influence.

Persistent Political and Social Tensions

- Colonial borders, often drawn without regard for local realities, have created ethnic and
sectarian divisions.

- These divisions have been exploited or exacerbated by various regimes and external
actors, leading to conflicts.

- The suppression of local political movements during colonial rule delayed the
development of stable, representative governance structures.

Environmental and Social Consequences

- The focus on oil extraction has led to environmental degradation, including pollution and
habitat destruction.

- Social inequalities have been entrenched, with a small elite benefiting from resource
wealth while the majority remain impoverished.

- The legacy of colonial policies continues to influence social cohesion and development



efforts.

Conclusion: Recognizing the Colonial Roots of
Middle Eastern Issues

The European partitioning of the Middle East was not merely a political reshuffling but a
profound act of resource appropriation that shaped the region's destiny. By carving up
territories without regard for indigenous populations and establishing control over vital
resources—particularly oil—European powers set in motion a chain of economic, political,
and social issues that persist today. The extraction of oil was central to this process,
transforming the Middle East into a resource colony that enriched external powers while
leaving local populations grappling with instability, underdevelopment, and conflict.

Understanding this history is crucial for comprehending the contemporary challenges faced
by Middle Eastern nations. It underscores the importance of sovereignty, equitable resource
management, and respect for indigenous rights in shaping a more stable and just future for
the region. Recognizing the colonial roots of these issues also opens pathways for regional
empowerment and the pursuit of genuine independence beyond the shadow of past
exploitation.

In summary, the European partitioning of the Middle East, driven by imperial ambitions, led
to the systematic theft of oil and other resources. This not only enriched colonial powers
but also laid the groundwork for ongoing political instability, economic dependency, and
social divisions. Addressing these issues requires acknowledging the colonial legacy and
working towards a future where Middle Eastern nations can regain control over their
resources and destiny.
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