
In the spirit of Sykes-Picot? 

 

In 2012, one year into the Syrian Crisis, policy pundits in the US and Europe began asking the 

question ‘Is this the end of Sykes-Picot’, meaning the end of the borders in the Levant  set up at the 

close of World War I by Sir Mark Sykes? In 2014, that very question was addressed by Abu Bakr al 

Baghdadi after he declared himself the ‘Caliph’ (chief civil and religious ruler) of the entity known as 

ISIS (the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria). His goal, he said, was to erase the borders of the modern 

nation-states of Syria and Iraq established  as an outcome of the British and French  ‘spheres of 

influence’  set out in the secret  Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916.    

As menacing as Baghadadi’s pronouncement might be, far more disturbing is the current American 

and European policy analysts’ proposal, which they called innovative,  to divide Syria into a 

‘Northern’ Sunni Muslim state and a ‘Southern’ Alawite and minority state.  A glance at any map 

reveals that this suggested division looks suspiciously like what was mapped out a hundred years ago 

by Sir Mark Sykes and Mr.  George Picot.  

Why does the West still feel it can determine what is in the ‘best interest’ of a people without 

consulting with them? The vast majority of Syrians both in the Syria and abroad would prefer to 

work with the current government to reach a political solution than to see more bloodshed or ISIS 

take control.   What is ‘innovative’ about a stale colonial idea to divide and rule that had been set 

into motion by the Sykes-Picot Accord under the League of Nations Mandates for Northern and 

Southern Syria between 1920 and 1943?  Britain was granted the mandate over Palestine and 

Mesopotamia (Iraq), and France took over the mandate for Northern Syria creating the states of 

Lebanon, Alawite Territories, Aleppo State, Damascus State and Druze State.  These ‘neo-colonial ‘ 

and ‘mini’ states were deeply opposed at the time by the local inhabitants as exemplified by the 

prolonged Arab and Druze uprisings against the French throughout the 1920s and the  Iraqi and 

Palestinian uprisings against the British  in the  1920s and 1930s.  Eventually the British gave up its 

mandates over Iraq and Palestine and the French were forced out of Syria, though not before 

Lebanon was broken off from Syria to become an independent nation.  The other artificially created 

Syrian mini-states regrouped as one nation and became the Republic of Syria in 1943.  

At this junction in time, it is perhaps revealing to consider some of the alternative ideas which 

circulated at the close of World War I, in particular those espoused by U.S. President Woodrow 

Wilson.  In January 1919, three months after the Armistice of Mudros, he set out his famous 14 

Points.  In a nutshell they stated that there should be no more secret agreements, that a League of 

Nations (the precursor to the United Nations) be established, and that ‘self-determination’ be the 

basic principle of international law particularly regarding questions of sovereignty.  To make his 

principles a reality he set up the Inter-Allied Commission on Mandates in Turkey (concerning the 

disposition of non-Turkish areas of the Ottoman Empire). He appointed Henry Churchill King and 

Charles Crane to survey local opinion in the Levant regarding their future.  The Commission was 

rejected by the French and the British who refused to send members to support the Commission.  

The Commission began its work in June 1919 and by August 31st 1919 had interviewed over 3,000 

Syrians   from all walks of life and professions  including mayors,  Bedouin tribal leaders,  urban 

notables,  as well as religious representatives of   Sunni Muslims,  Shiites, Ismailis, Alawites, Druze, 

Jews, Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholic, Maronites,  Armenian, Syrian  Catholics, Syrian Orthodox,  



and Chaldean.    The overwhelming conclusion of this commission was that Syrians did not wish to be 

divided into a northern and southern Syria.  The Commission highlighted that the majority of Syrians 

wanted a decentralized, secular government as was already in place under Faysal, the son of Sharif 

Hussein of Mecca.  They were ready to accept a ‘League of Nations’ Mandate as long as it was 

awarded to America or, in second place, to Great Britain. But under no circumstances would they 

accept a French mandate.   

Before the report was finalised, the 1919 Paris Peace Conference had largely determined the area’s 

future.  The findings of the King Crane Commission were in absolute contradiction to the three 

secret – and not so secret - agreements (the Hussein MacMahon Accords of 1916, the Sykes-Picot 

Agreement of 1916, and the Balfour Declaration 1917) upon which the Paris Peace Conference and 

later the League of Nations had determined would be the future shape of the region.   The King 

Crane Commission report was suppressed and withheld from public dissemination for three years 

and then only released once the basic elements of the Sykes-Picot Agreement and the Balfour 

Declaration had been incorporated in the Covenant of the League of Nations as well as it articles.  

The Hussein MacMahon Accords promising the Sherif of Mecca that Great Britain would support the 

establishment of an Arab nation in the southern provinces of the Ottoman Territories if the Arabs 

would rise up against the Ottomans. The Arabs did their bit, but the British chose to ignore their 

promises to the Sherif of Mecca.   

Should we not learn from our past mistakes and take a fresh look at strategies to help resolved the 

Syrian Crisis?  There is nothing new about proposing to divide contemporary Syria into a ‘Western’ 

state on the Mediterranean Littoral   for the Alawite and other minorities and abandoning the 

‘Eastern’ state, a thinly populated largely desert area to the ISIS extremists and any remaining Sunni 

Muslim population under its control.  Innovation lies in recognising the principles of self-

determination as outlined by President Wilson and in the conclusions of the King Crane Commission 

which found that the people of Syria - the Levant - did not wish to be divided and preferred to see 

the West recognize the decentralized secular state that it had become in 1918  under the leadership 

of the Sherif of Mecca’s son, Emir Faysal. 

A new strategy that would be in line with much of the thinking in the region would be to return to 

the principles of self-determination.  It would require encouraging and accommodating local 

ceasefires to permit the current government to regain control of its territory on the condition that 

its negotiations and relations with all the opposition (including Jabhat al Nusra) be directed at 

rebuilding civil society so that in 2021 internationally monitored elections could be held when 

Bashar al- Asad’s current term comes to an end.   In the interim, the West could provide the country 

with advisers and ‘witnesses’ to make sure that proposed ceasefires are upheld, that  ISIS is  

expelled, and that externally-funded fighters are rounded up and removed.   That would be 

innovation.   
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