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[1] This essay is a spin-off from a larger piece, as yet unpublished, about the MENA region’s increasingly intersecting

conflicts; some text may overlap. Views expressed herein are entirely my own.

[2] For a concise conceptual approach to this period, see Toby Dodge, “The Danger of Analogical Myths: Explaining the
Power and Consequences of the Sykes-Picot Delusion”, LSE Middle East Centre Blog, 28 September 2016, at: http://

blogs.Ise.ac.uk/mec/10/10/2016/the-danger-of-analogical-myths-explaining-the-power-and-consequences-of-the-

sykes-picot-delusion/; and Nicholas Danforth, “The Kurds, Sykes-Picot and Quest for Redrawing Borders”, Bipartisan
Policy Center, 10 February 2016, at: https://bipartisanpolicy.org/blog/kurds-sykes-picot-redrawing-borders/. For a
history, see James Barr, A Line in the Sand: Britain, France and the Struggle that Shaped the Middle East (London:
Simon & Schuster, 2011).

[3] The best general historical work on the Kurds remains David McDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds. London:
|.B. Tauris, 2000.

[4] In Turkish, the term is bolinmek — partition; in Farsi, it is jodayee talabi — separatism/irredentism. Both carry a
strongly negative connotation.

[5] See Ernest Dawn, “The Origins of Arab Nationalism,” in Rashid Khalidi, Lisa Anderson, Muhammad Muslih and
Reeva Simon, eds., The Origins of Arab Nationalism (1991), pp. 30-3.

[6] Of course, there are exceptions. Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait was driven by a rejection of that particular border
and of Kuwait's independent status instead of being Iraq’s 19th province.

[7] See Walid Kazziha, Revolutionary Transformation in the Arab World: Habash and his Comrades from Nationalism
to Marxism (London: Charles Knight & Co., 1975).

[8] The Muslim Brotherhood in Jordan was an exception. The Hashemite king brought the group into politics in the
early 1970s when he felt his reign threatened by Palestinian nationalism — a fine example of effective co-optation.
[9] For an overview of modern jihadism, see Crisis Group Special Report N°1, Exploiting Disorder: al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State, 14 March 2016. Also see, Mohammad-Mahmoud Ould Mohamedou, “The Militarization of Islamism: Al-
Qa'ida and Its Transnational Challenge,” The Muslim World, Vol. 10, No. 2 (April 2011), pp. 23-307.

[10] A particularly tricky problem presents itself when the border is a natural waterway, whose course changes
over time. Although the Netherlands and Belgium do not have a visible border in most places — only road signs
announcing that you have just crossed it — one part of it is the Maas/Meuse. After the river bed shifted, and following
lengthy negotiations, that part of the border was changed by mutual agreement in November 2016. See, Washington

Post, 29 November 2016, at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/29/11/2016/netherlands-and-

These negotiations took place between two very close allies within the overarching structure of the European
Union. Compare this with the Shatt al-Arab that divides southern Iraq from Iran, its shifting course, the intermittent
negotiations and short-lived agreements over the border’s exact locations, and the conflict for which its contested
nature provided a pretext: the Iran-Iraq war.

[11] The Kurds’ plight is that greater powers see an alliance with them almost invariably as tactical, whereas the Kurds
see it as strategic. See Joost Hiltermann, “They Were Expendable”, London Review of Books, 17 November 2016.

[12] See Joost Hiltermann and Maria Fantappie, “Twilight of the Kurds”, Foreign Policy, January 2018.

[13] In the case of most of the smaller Gulf states, decolonization did not happen till the early 1970s.

[14] See Peter Sluglett, “An improvement on colonialism? The ‘A’ mandates and their legacy in the Middle East,”

International Affairs, Vol. go, No. 2 (2014), pp. 427-413.
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