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The geopolitical architecture of the modern Middle East is often attributed to a singular historical event: the 1916
Sykes-Picot Agreement. However, as James Barr's seminal research in "A Line in the Sand"demonstrates, the
partitioning of the Ottoman Empire was not a static moment of colonial consensus but rather the opening salvo in a
thirty-year covert war between Great Britain and France. This technical analysis explores the strategic
mechanisms, intelligence frameworks, and diplomatic betrayals that defined the struggle for mastery over the
Levant and Mesopotamia from the First World War through the late 1940s.

The Theoretical Framework of Mandatory Imperialism

To understand the rivalry, one must first analyze the Mandate Systemestablished under Article 22 of the Covenant
of the League of Nations. Theoretically, the Mandate System was designed as a "sacred trust of civilization,"
intended to provide administrative guidance to territories formerly under Ottoman rule until they were capable of
self-governance. In technical reality, it functioned as a sophisticated legal veneer for traditional imperial expansion,
allowing Britain and France to secure strategic depth and resource access while bypassing the anti-colonial
rhetoric of U.S. President Woodrow Wilson.

The Sykes-Picot Mechanism

The 1916 agreement utilized a zonal classification systemto delineate spheres of influence. This was not merely
a map-drawing exercise; it was a complex engineering of regional boundaries designed to balance the competing
security requirements of London and Paris:

e The Blue Zone (French Direct Control): Coastal Syria and Lebanon, intended to protect French Maronite allies
and secure Mediterranean ports.

* The Red Zone (British Direct Control): Lower Mesopotamia (Basra and Baghdad), critical for securing the
route to India and protecting the Anglo-Persian Oil Company’s interests.

e The 'A" and 'B' Zones (Indirect Influence): Interior regions where local Arab states would be established under
the respective "guidance" of France and Britain.

e The Brown Zone (International Administration): Palestine, which eventually evolved into the British Mandate
for Palestine due to strategic necessity regarding the Suez Canal.

Technical Analysis of Geopolitical Core Mechanics

The struggle for mastery was governed by three core technical drivers: Petroleum Logistics, Intelligence
Asymmetry, and Proxy Mobilization.

1. Petroleum Logistics and Infrastructure

The transition from coal to oil-fired naval vessels necessitated a secure supply chain from the Middle East to

Europe. The rivalry manifested in the competition over the Iraq Petroleum Company (IPC)and the alignment of
pipelines. Britain’s strategic objective was the construction of the Kirkuk—Haifa pipeline, ensuring that Iraqgi oil
reached a British-controlled Mediterranean port. Conversely, France pushed for the Kirkuk—Tripoli (Lebanon)
branch to ensure French energy independence. This infrastructure battle dictated the borders of the mandates, as



each power sought to ensure their pipelines did not traverse the other's territory.

2. Intelligence Asymmetry and Espionage

As highlighted in James Barr's use of declassified British and French archives, the rivalry was characterized by a
"war of intrigue.” The Arab Bureau in Cairo, featuring figures like T.E. Lawrence, worked to mobilize Arab
nationalism against Ottoman forces, while simultaneously maneuvering to exclude French influence from the
interior. The French Deuxiéme Bureauresponded by establishing deep surveillance networks within the Levant,
viewing British support for the Hashemite dynasty (Faisal and Abdullah) as a direct threat to French prestige and
colonial stability in North Africa.

3.The Mechanism of Proxy Mobilization

Both powers utilized local ethnic and religious groups as levers of influence. This asymmetric warfare strategy
involved:

« Britain: Leveraging Zionist aspirations (Balfour Declaration) and Arab nationalism (Hussein-McMahon
Correspondence) to create a buffer against French expansion.

¢ France: Positioning itself as the protector of Catholic and Maronite Christians in the Levant to justify
permanent military presence.

Comparison of Imperial Governance Models

The administrative methods employed by Britain and France differed significantly in their technical execution and
long-term sustainability. The following table provides a comparative matrix of their mandatory frameworks.



Metric British Mandatory Model (Palestine/ French Mandatory Model (Syria/

Iraq) Lebanon)

Administrative Style Indirect rule via local monarchs Direct rule through centralized
(Hashemites). bureaucracy.

Primary Objective Securing Suez Canal and oil pipeline Cultural prestige and Mediterranean
routes. hegemony.

Local Policy Multi-lateral promises (Zionist and Divide-and-rule (Sectarian statelets).
Arab).

Military Strategy Air policing (RAF) and indigenous Large-scale ground occupation and
levies. "Troupes Spéciales'.

Exit Strategy Transition to pro-British treaties (Iraq Resistance to decolonization until late
1932). 1940s.

The 'Shocking Revenge': A Case Study in Geopolitical Blowback

One of the most significant revelations in recent historical analysis is the extent of French retaliationagainst

Britain in the 1940s. After Britain forced the Free French to grant independence to Syria and Lebanon in 1945—a
move Paris viewed as a betrayal of the 1916 agreement—the French government engaged in a covert operation to
destabilize the British Mandate in Palestine.

The Mechanism of Retaliation

France provided clandestine support to militant Zionist organizations, specifically the Irgun and the Lehi (Stern
Gang). This support included:

1. Intelligence Sharing: Providing data on British troop movements and security protocols in Palestine.

2. Logistical Support: Allowing Zionist agents to operate from French-controlled territory to organize illegal
immigration and arms smuggling.

3. Diplomatic Protection: Blocking British attempts to extradite militants and refusing to cooperate with British
counter-terrorism efforts in the Mediterranean.

This "shocking revenge" effectively accelerated the British decision to withdraw from Palestine in 1948, as the costs
of maintaining order against a French-backed insurgency became unsustainable. It represents a classic example of
realpolitik, where a former ally utilizes an adversary's internal security crisis to settle a colonial score.

Procedural Workflow of Post-WW!I Territorial Redistribution

The actual process of redrawing the map of the Middle East followed a specific technical procedure, often ignoring
local demographics in favor of strategic topography.

Phase 1: Secret Negotiation (1915-1917)

Diplomatic cables between Mark Sykes and Frangois Georges-Picot established the theoretical bounds. The
primary constraint was the Sazonov-Paléologue Agreement, which required Russian consent, further
complicating the technical alignment of the borders.

Phase 2: Military Occupation (1918-1920)



The Occupied Enemy Territory Administration (OETA)was established. During this phase, the gap between the
Sykes-Picot map and the reality on the ground became apparent. British forces held the majority of the territory,
leading to tensions when French officials arrived to claim their "Blue Zone."

Phase 3: Legal Codification (1920-1923)

The San Remo Conference and the Treaty of Sévres (later replaced by the Treaty of Lausanne) provided the
international legal framework. This phase involved the technical demarcation of borders, often using physical
landmarks (the "Line in the Sand") that frequently split tribes and economic zones, creating the structural instability
that persists today.

Troubleshooting Regional Stability: Failure Modes of the Mandate System

The Anglo-French rivalry created several "failure modes" in the regional political system that continue to manifest in
modern conflicts. Analyzing these helps technical observers understand the systemic risks of imposed statehood.

1.The Sectarian Fragment Mode

In Syria, France initially divided the territory into the State of Alawites, the State of Damascus, the State of Aleppo,
and the Jabal Druze State. This fragmentation algorithmwas designed to prevent a unified nationalist movement
but instead ingrained sectarian identities into the political infrastructure, leading to long-term civil instability.

2.The Contradictory Promise Mode

Britain’s attempt to satisfy both the Balfour Declaration (Zionist) and the Hussein-McMahon Correspondence
(Arab) created a zero-sum game. This resulted in a permanent state of high-intensity conflict, as both parties felt
legally and morally entitled to the same territory based on British diplomatic outputs.

3.The Artificial Buffer Mode

The creation of Transjordan (now Jordan) was a technical solution to a political problem: providing a throne for Emir
Abdullah while creating a buffer between French Syria and the Saudi interior. However, this created a state with
minimal natural resources and a dependency on external security subsidies, a condition that persists in many post-
colonial states.

Implementation Guide: Analyzing Historical Archives for Policy Insights

For researchers and policy analysts, utilizing declassified papers (as James Barr did) requires a specific
methodology to bypass official narratives. These documents reveal the operational intentbehind diplomatic public-
facing statements.

¢ Focus on Private Correspondence: Cables between the Foreign Office and the High Commissioners often
contradict official League of Nations reports.

¢ Cross-Reference Intelligence Logs: Comparing the MI6 (SIS) reports with the French Sdreté reveals the level
of mutual suspicion between the "allies."

e Evaluate Cartographic Iterations: Changes in map versions between 1916 and 1922 often reflect shifts in oll
discoveries or strategic rail surveys rather than diplomatic concessions.

Geopolitical Legacy and Long-Term Implications
The "Line in the Sand" was never just a boundary on a map; it was a manifestation of a deep-seated rivalry

between two declining empires seeking to maintain global relevance. The technical execution of the mandates—
driven by a combination of greed, paranoia, and strategic necessity—Ieft a legacy of structural fragilityacross the



Levant and Irag.

The rivalry eventually exhausted both powers. By the end of 1948, the British had abandoned Palestine and the
French had been ousted from Syria and Lebanon. However, the mechanics they introduced—centralized
administrative states with borders that ignored socio-political realities—remained. The struggle between Britain and
France created a power vacuum that was eventually filled by the Cold War superpowers, but the fundamental
blueprints of the modern Middle East remains the one sketched in the backrooms of London and Paris during the
age of imperial intrigue.

The era of Anglo-French mastery illustrates a critical lesson in geopolitics: when borders are drawn for the
convenience of distant metropoles, the resulting states often lack the internal cohesion necessary for organic
stability. The declassified history of this period serves as a technical manual on how tactical intelligence
successes can lead to strategic grand-scale failures, providing a cautionary tale for modern interventions in the
region.
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