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The early 20th century was a pivotal period for the Middle East, a region rich in history, culture, and
strategic importance. At the heart of the geopolitical reshuffling during this era was a clandestine
agreement known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement, signed in 1916. This secret treaty between Britain
and France aimed to delineate their respective zones of influence and control in the Ottoman
Empire's territories, which were then embroiled in World War I. Understanding this treaty is
essential to comprehending the modern political landscape of the Middle East, the roots of many
regional conflicts, and the legacy of colonialism in the region.

Historical Context Leading to the Sykes-Picot
Agreement

The Decline of the Ottoman Empire

By the early 20th century, the Ottoman Empire, often referred to as the "sick man of Europe," was in
decline. Its vast territories across the Middle East, North Africa, and Southeastern Europe were
viewed as ripe for conquest and influence by European powers. The empire's weakening grip
created an environment ripe for diplomatic maneuvering among Britain, France, Russia, and other
nations eager to extend their spheres of influence.

World War I and the Middle East

The outbreak of World War I in 1914 further complicated the geopolitical landscape. The Allied
Powers sought to weaken the Ottoman Empire, which was allied with the Central Powers, and to
secure strategic advantages in the Middle East and beyond.

The Arab Revolt (1916-1918), led by Sherif Hussein of Mecca, was a significant uprising against
Ottoman rule, fueled by promises of independence and supported covertly by the British. The British
aimed to gain Arab support against the Ottomans, promising to establish an independent Arab state
in return.



The Promise of the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence

Before the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the British made a series of promises to Arab leaders through the
McMahon-Hussein Correspondence (1915-1916), pledging support for Arab independence in
exchange for revolt against the Ottomans. However, these promises were later perceived as being at
odds with secret agreements made with other European powers.

The Sykes-Picot Agreement: The Secret Dividing Line

Origins and Negotiators

The Sykes-Picot Agreement was negotiated secretly between British diplomat Sir Mark Sykes and
French diplomat Francois Georges-Picot in November 1915. The negotiations aimed to define their
respective interests in the Ottoman-held territories, avoiding conflict between their nations.

The Terms of the Agreement

The core of the Sykes-Picot Agreement was a secret protocol that divided the Ottoman Empire's
territories into spheres of influence:

- French Sphere of Influence: Included modern-day Syria, Lebanon, parts of southeastern Turkey,
and the coastlines of the Levant.

- British Sphere of Influence: Encompassed Palestine, Transjordan (now Jordan), and Iraq.

- International Zone: The city of Constantinople (Istanbul) and the Dardanelles area were to be
under international administration.

The agreement effectively divided the Middle East into zones controlled by European powers,
disregarding local ethnic, religious, and national aspirations.

The Map and Key Divisions

A visual map of the Sykes-Picot Agreement shows a clear division:
- France: control over the Levant (Syria, Lebanon)
- Britain: control over Mesopotamia (Iraq), Palestine, and Jordan

- International zone: Constantinople and surrounding areas

This division was kept secret from the Arab leaders and other Allies at the time.



Implications and Reactions

Reactions in the Middle East

The Arab leaders, especially Sherif Hussein and his son Faisal, felt betrayed upon learning of the
Sykes-Picot Agreement after the war. They had been promised independence and support for Arab
self-rule, which contrasted sharply with the division of territories into European spheres.

Reactions in Europe and the Alliances

Britain and France justified the agreement as necessary for their national interests. However, the
secret pact undermined the promises made to Arab leaders and created lasting distrust.

Impact on Post-War Agreements

The Sykes-Picot Agreement was superseded by the League of Nations mandates after WWI, which
formalized European control over the former Ottoman territories. Britain received mandates over
Iraq, Palestine, and Transjordan, while France was granted control over Syria and Lebanon.

The Legacy of the Sykes-Picot Agreement

Shape of Modern Middle East

The arbitrary borders established by the Sykes-Picot Agreement and subsequent mandates ignored
ethnic, religious, and tribal realities, leading to ongoing conflicts and instability.

Key legacy points include:
- The division of Arab lands without Arab consent.
- The creation of artificial states with diverse populations.

- Long-standing mistrust between Arab nations and Western powers.
- The roots of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, especially in the British Mandate of Palestine.

Historical Criticism and Controversy

The agreement has been widely criticized for its imperialist nature and betrayal of promises. It
symbolizes Western interference and the disregard for local aspirations.



Critics argue that:

- It sowed the seeds of future conflict.
- It was a betrayal of Arab nationalism.
- It exemplifies colonialism's impact on the Middle East.

Conclusion: The Significance of the Sykes-Picot
Agreement

The 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement remains one of the most significant and controversial treaties in
Middle Eastern history. It epitomizes the secret diplomacy of the colonial era and the geopolitical
interests of European powers at the expense of indigenous peoples' aspirations. Its legacy continues
to influence regional politics, conflicts, and perceptions of Western intervention in the Middle East
today.

Understanding this treaty provides crucial insight into the historical roots of many contemporary
issues in the Middle East. It underscores the importance of transparency, respect for sovereignty,
and the need to consider local voices in shaping regional futures.

In summary:

- The Sykes-Picot Agreement was a secret 1916 treaty dividing Ottoman territories into French and
British spheres.

- It contradicted promises made to Arab leaders for independence.

- Its legacy contributed to the complex, often turbulent political landscape of the Middle East.

- Recognizing this historical context is vital for appreciating current regional dynamics and conflicts.
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Frequently Asked Questions



What was the secret treaty that divided the Middle East into
French and British spheres of influence in 1916?

The secret treaty was the Sykes-Picot Agreement, an accord between Britain and France during
World War I that outlined their proposed division of Ottoman-held territories in the Middle East.

Why was the Sykes-Picot Agreement considered significant in
Middle Eastern history?

It was significant because it secretly divided the Ottoman Empire's lands between France and
Britain, disregarding Arab aspirations for independence, and laid the groundwork for future conflicts
and border issues.

How did the Sykes-Picot Agreement impact Arab aspirations
for independence?

The agreement conflicted with promises made to Arab leaders during the Arab Revolt, undermining
their hopes for an independent Arab state and fueling resentment against Western powers.

Was the Sykes-Picot Agreement made public at the time?

No, the agreement was kept secret until it was leaked in 1917, which caused diplomatic tensions and
damaged trust between Western powers and Arab populations.

How did the Sykes-Picot Agreement influence modern Middle
Eastern borders?

It directly influenced the borders and mandates established after World War I, shaping countries like
Syria, Lebanon, Iraqg, and Palestine, many of which face ongoing geopolitical challenges rooted in
this division.

What is the legacy of the Sykes-Picot Agreement today?

Its legacy includes perceptions of Western betrayal among Arabs, ongoing regional conflicts, and
debates over sovereignty and independence in the Middle East, as well as its role in shaping current
geopolitical tensions.
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The Middle East's modern geopolitical landscape was profoundly shaped by a series of secret
agreements during World War I, with the 1916 treaty standing out as a pivotal moment. This
clandestine pact, known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement, is often regarded as the blueprint for
European dominance over the region’s territorial future. Its revelations have had lasting



repercussions, influencing regional conflicts, national identities, and international relations for over
a century. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of the treaty, its origins, implications, and
enduring legacy.

Origins and Background of the Sykes-Picot Agreement

Context of World War I and the Ottoman Empire's Decline

During the early 20th century, the Ottoman Empire—often called the "sick man of Europe"—was
waning after centuries of territorial expansion. As the empire's grip loosened, European powers,
particularly Britain and France, sought to expand their influence and secure strategic interests in
the region. The outbreak of World War I in 1914 created an environment of intense diplomacy,
espionage, and secret negotiations aimed at reshaping the Middle East’s political landscape.

The Ottoman Empire’s alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary was perceived as a threat by
Britain and France, prompting them to seek ways to weaken Ottoman control and secure their own
access to vital resources, trade routes, and geopolitical advantages. The desire to control the Suez
Canal, a crucial maritime route, and to establish dominance over Arab lands motivated these powers
to negotiate secret agreements.

The Promise of Arab Independence and the Arab Revolt

Meanwhile, the Arab nationalist movement, led by figures like T.E. Lawrence (Lawrence of Arabia),
was encouraging the Allied powers to support Arab independence in exchange for revolt against the
Ottoman Turks. The Arabs hoped that military assistance from Britain and France would lead to the
establishment of independent Arab states, aligning with promises made in earlier diplomatic
correspondence, notably the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence.

However, these promises were complex and often contradictory. While Britain appeared to support
Arab independence, European powers were also engaged in secret negotiations to divide Ottoman
territories among themselves, raising questions about the sincerity of their commitments.

The Sykes-Picot Agreement: The Secret Pact

Development and Signatories

The Sykes-Picot Agreement was negotiated secretly between the United Kingdom and France from
November 1915 to March 1916. The agreement was named after Sir Mark Sykes, a British diplomat,
and Francois Georges-Picot, a French diplomat. Its purpose was to delineate their respective
spheres of influence and control over the Ottoman Empire’s Arab lands in the event of Ottoman
defeat.

The pact was not publicly disclosed at the time, and both Britain and France kept it secret from their
allies, especially the Arabs and Russians, who were also fighting the Ottomans.



Terms and Divisions of the Middle East

The agreement effectively divided Ottoman territories into zones of influence, with the following key
features:

- French Sphere: France would control areas roughly corresponding to modern-day Syria, Lebanon,
and parts of southeastern Turkey. This included a "sphere of influence" that extended along the
Mediterranean coast.

- British Sphere: Britain would control areas including modern-day Iraq, Jordan, and Palestine, with
a zone extending from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean.

- International Zone: An international administration was planned for the city of Jerusalem and
surrounding areas, recognizing its religious and strategic significance.

Specifically, the agreement stipulated that:

- France would have control over the northern and southwestern parts of Ottoman Syria.

- Britain would control the southern and central parts, including the Baghdad Railway corridor.

- A small zone around the Gulf and parts of Arabia would be jointly administered or under nominal
control.

Contradictions with Other Promises

The Sykes-Picot Agreement was in direct contradiction with other wartime promises. The most
notable was the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence, where Britain promised to recognize Arab
independence in exchange for revolt against the Ottomans. Additionally, the agreement conflicted
with earlier French promises of influence in Lebanon and Syria, as well as Russia's ambitions in the
region.

This duplicity exemplifies the complex web of diplomatic negotiations during WWI, where alliances
and promises often conflicted, and secret agreements held more immediate importance than public
commitments.

Revelation and Public Outcry

Leak and Impact

The secrecy of the Sykes-Picot Agreement was compromised when it was leaked to the Russian press
in late 1917, and later revealed to the wider world through diplomatic channels. The publication of
the agreement caused outrage among Arab nationalists, who felt betrayed by the European powers’
duplicity. It also disillusioned many Arabs who had believed in promises of independence, only to
discover that their fate was being decided by European imperial interests behind closed doors.

Furthermore, the agreement's revelation highlighted the imperialist nature of European diplomacy,
undermining moral claims of justice and self-determination.



Arab Reaction and Subsequent Developments

Arab leaders, especially those involved in the Arab Revolt, reacted with anger and disappointment.
The betrayal of promises made in the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence led to widespread Arab
skepticism regarding Western intentions. Despite this, the Arab Revolt continued, and some Arab
leaders sought to negotiate their own future through diplomatic channels, though with limited
success.

The agreement also sowed seeds of mistrust that would influence regional politics for decades,
shaping perceptions of Western interference and colonialism.

Legacy and Long-Term Consequences

Impact on the Post-War Middle East

The Sykes-Picot Agreement’s legacy is deeply embedded in the modern Middle East. Its division of
territories laid the groundwork for many contemporary conflicts, border disputes, and national
identities. The arbitrary borders drawn by European powers often ignored ethnic, tribal, and
religious realities, leading to internal divisions and tensions.

- Colonial Legacies: The mandates established by the League of Nations formalized the division of
Ottoman lands, with Britain and France administering regions as mandates rather than independent
nations. This perpetuated colonial influence and control.

- Rise of Nationalism: The betrayal of Arab promises fueled Arab nationalist movements, which
sought independence from European control. This struggle for sovereignty continues to influence
regional politics.

- Sectarian and Ethnic Tensions: The artificial borders and imposed governance structures
contributed to sectarian conflicts, notably in Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq.

Criticism and Historical Reflection

Historians and political analysts often critique the Sykes-Picot Agreement as emblematic of
European imperialism and deception. It exemplifies how colonial ambitions often overruled promises
of self-determination, leading to long-lasting resentment.

The agreement also serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of secret diplomacy and the
importance of transparent negotiations, especially concerning self-determination and sovereignty.

Conclusion: A Defining Moment in Middle Eastern
History

The 1916 Sykes-Picot Agreement was a clandestine pact that profoundly shaped the Middle East’s
geopolitical future. By secretly dividing Ottoman territories into French and British spheres of



influence, it set the stage for the modern borders and conflicts that continue to define the region. Its
revelations exposed the duplicity of European powers, undermined Arab hopes for independence,
and fostered a legacy of mistrust and resentment.

Understanding this treaty is essential to comprehending the historical roots of many current Middle
Eastern issues. It exemplifies how imperial interests, secret diplomacy, and broken promises can
have enduring consequences, echoing through generations and shaping the destiny of nations. As
the Middle East continues to grapple with its complex legacy, the Sykes-Picot Agreement remains a
stark reminder of the profound impact of colonial interventions in the quest for influence and power.
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