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INTRODUCTION

n 27 August 1943, a Syrian citizen who had travelled to Viransehir,
Oin south-eastern Turkey, reported to the French Intelligence Services
that all villages located on a strip of land 40-50 km north of the Turkish—
Syrian border had been evacuated by the military authorities and several gar-
risons were erected in their stead. Despite the deployment of British troops
in the Levant two years earlier to protect the region from Axis’ activities,
and although Turkey was a neutral country, political and military tensions
between the Turks and the French seemed to be at their highest level along
the common border zone. For one thing, Turkey had not recognised the
authority of the Free French in Syria yet, and more importantly, since 1942
constant rumours fed by border dwellers and local Turkish authorities had
themselves contributed to nourishing the idea that, all of a sudden, some
dramatic developments were to take place.

Critically, while in Virangehir, the Syrian informant was told that the
local governor was soon to be appointed to Deir ez-Zor down south, which
was supposed to become the new administrative centre of the region after
the ‘imminent’ Turkish annexation of Northern Syria. Likewise, talking to
a Christian notable from the same Turkish town, the Syrian traveller asked
him why, unlike his brother who happened to be the mukhrar of Hasaka, he
had not settled in Syria yet. The Christian notable answered that it did not

make any sense to move to Syria since ‘every now and then Turkish soldiers
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and civil servants tell everyone that very soon the Turks will enter into Syrian
territory’." Therefore, it was only a matter of time until he and his brother
would be under the same jurisdiction again. The rumours about the potential
Turkish annexation of Northern Syria that are central to this piece of intelli-
gence were by no means new.” Their pervasiveness throughout more than two
decades and the views expressed by borderlanders in this report must thus be
read in light of a context marked by permanent uncertainty.’

This short piece of intelligence highlights three main themes that are dealt
with in this book. First, the most obvious: more than twenty years after the
signing of the post-war settlements, the newly-established system made up
of nation states was still fragile in the Middle East and irredentism was a
very real threat. In that regard, although the region was not one of the major
battlegrounds of the Second World War, its borderlands and their popula-
tions were both witnesses of and contributors to the strains and dynamics of
a conflict that unleashed far-reaching economic, political and social transfor-
mations across the region. In a sense, as in the early 1920s, Middle Eastern
border zones found themselves at the heart of the many tensions of an inter-
national order that was coming to an end.

Indeed, the collapse of the Ottoman Empire paved the way for diverse
projects of modern statecraft in the Levant and Mesopotamia under the
French and British colonial oversight. However, the drawing of territorial

and political boundaries that underpinned these new state configurations

' CADN, 1SL/1/V/2051. Special Services at Ras al-Ayn. Weekly bulletin, No. 36, 16
October 1943.

For a comprehensive analysis about the circulation of rumours across the Turkish-Syrian
border and their impact in the interwar years, see Ramazan Hakki Oztan, ‘Republic of
Conspiracies: Cross-Border Plots and the Making of Modern Turkey, 1919-39’, Journal
of Contemporary History, Vol. 56, No. 1 (2021), pp. 55-76; Jordi Tejel, ‘States of Rumors:
Politics of Information along the Turkish-Syrian Border, 1925-45’, Journal of Borderlands
Studies, Vol. 37, No. 1 (2022), pp. 95-113.

On the role of intelligence services in the area in those years, see Jean-David Mizrahi,
Geneése de ['Etat mandataire. Service des renseignements et bandes armées en Syrie et au Liban
dans les années 1920 (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 2003); Martin Thomas, Empires
of Intelligence: Security Services and Colonial Disorder after 1914 (Berkeley, CA: University
of California Press, 2007).
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quickly led to a period of fluidity, particularly in the border areas where
colonial penetration was fiercely contested by a variety of state and non-state
actors.” In Anatolia, the resistance movement used intense propaganda that
promoted notions of Muslim solidarity in a bid to rally several tribal chiefs
in a fight against the French and British troops. Because of their successive
military victories, Mustafa Kemal and his followers forced the European
powers to give up their imperial designs on Anatolia, dismiss the validity of
the 1920 Treaty of Sévres, and searched for a political compromise with an
independent Turkey. By October 1921, Turkey and France had signed the
Ankara Agreement, whereby both sides agreed that the boundary between
Turkey and French-ruled Syria would in large part follow the tracks of the
Baghdad Railway. In 1923, a more favourable Treaty of Lausanne replaced
that of Sévres. Even though Turkey was unable to regain the ex-Ottoman
province of Mosul, the Ankara government secured significant economic
advantages, notably over Mosul’s oil. Meanwhile, France and Great Britain
consolidated their position in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Palestine and Trans-
jordan as mandatory powers on behalf of the newly-established League of
Nations.” Despite the apparent stability of post-war settlements, the ter-
ritorialisation process of Middle Eastern states was still an unfinished and
contentious affair.

After all, Turkey had always considered the Syrian province of Alexan-
dretta as part of her homeland — a portion of “Turkish’ territory that could be
regained if political and diplomatic conditions were favourable to Ankara. In
the same vein, a coalition of tribal forces constituted in Nejd (now in Saudi

Arabia) around Wahhabism — an Islamic doctrine and religious movement

# Jean-David Mizrahi, ‘Un “nationalisme de la frontiére”: Bandes armées et sociabilités poli-
tiques sur la frontiére turco-syrienne au début des années 1920°, Vingtiéme Siécle Revue
dhistoire, Vol. 78 (2003), pp. 19-34; Michael Provence, The Last Ottoman Generation and
the Making of the Modern Middle East (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017);
Jonathan Wyrtzen, Worldmaking in the Long Great War: How Local and Colonial Struggles
Shaped the Modern Middle East (New York: Columbia University Press, 2022).

Erez Manela, 7he Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins
of Anticolonial Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Susan Pedersen,
The Guardians. The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2015).
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known as Zkhwan — challenged the eastern frontier of Transjordan as well
as the south-western margins of the Iraqi state throughout the 1920s and
early 1930s. Furthermore, despite the severe intervention of the French to
crush the ‘Syrian Kingdom’ in Damascus in 1920, the dream of recreating
Greater Syria as a political unit did not completely vanish in the interwar
years. Finally, while most boundary accords were signed in the early 1920s,
the delimitation of boundaries was a rather long and contingent path in
which state representatives, League of Nations’ experts and local populations
interacted, all leaving their imprint on the final demarcation of nation state
territorial markers, as late as the mid-1930s.

Yet, this was the time when Italian and Bulgarian revisionism in the east-
ern Mediterranean and the Balkans was met in turn with the re-awakening
of Turkish irredentism over Syrian territories after the signing of the Franco-
Syrian Treaty of 1936. Although France did not ratify the Treaty that pro-
jected an independent Syria, Turkey was quick in voicing her opposition to
its terms.® Ankara saw in the ambiguities left by the accord on the future
status of Alexandretta an opportunity to kill two birds with one stone: regain
an ex-Ottoman province based on its alleged Turkish ethnic character, and
secure Turkey’s interests in the face of Italy’s threat. After the annexation of
Alexandretta — renamed Hatay — in 1939, and given the context of uncer-
tainty and fluidity created by the Second World War, reports on Turkish
territorial ambitions over northern Syria could only gain in credibility in the
eyes of both French authorities and borderlanders.”

In that sense, border zones in the post-Ottoman Middle East must be
seen as the very centres of influence, movements and tensions, ranging from
irredentism and refugee issues to the demarcation of boundaries and cus-
toms policies, among many others, which transformed sovereignties into new
forms throughout the 1920s and 1930s, in tandem with global and regional
processes. As such, borders and borderlands should be framed as central to

6 ‘Antakya bizimdir’, Cumburiyet, 1 October 1936; Atatiirk, Aratiirkiin Soylev ve Demecleri,
[-IIT (Ankara: Atatiirk Aragtirma Merkezi, 1997), p. 142.

7 Sarah D. Shields, Fezzes in the River: Identity Politics and European Diplomacy in the Middle
East on the Eve of World War II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011). See also Amit
Bein, Kemalist Turkey and the Middle East: International Relations in the Interwar Period
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).
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the making of the history of contemporary Middle East and consistently ‘seen
as charged sites, where identities are forged, policies take shape and interests
clash’.® Traditionally kept off the radar of historians, a view from the border-
lands might thus allow historians to both re-interpret the past and revise the
well-established narratives about the state-formation processes throughout
the two decades following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire.

Second, a view from the borderlands might also help us highlight bor-
derlanders’ agency and in particular their role in shaping the new ‘regimes
of mobility’ that were in the making across the region.” In our initial story,
the French officers did not provide any details about the identity of their
‘informant’, nor about the precise reasons that led the two brothers to remain
separated on each side of the Turkish—Syrian boundary. Yet, the report reveals
some of the facets that characterised the newly-established borders. On the
one hand, the ability to cross a border freely depended on factors such as
social status and the identity of the person crossing. In this case, the Syrian
informant enjoyed a privileged status — i.e. connections with the French
intelligence services, a valid passport, language skills and a valuable network
of social relations in Turkey that allowed him to crisscross the international
border with ease and ‘prove’ his value in the eyes of French officers. That was
not, of course, the case for all borderlanders.

On the other hand, the social position of the two brothers — one, an
urban notable in Viransehir; the other a mukhtar in Hasaka, a small town
created by the French in the mid-1920s — seems to suggest that establishing
themselves in two different yet neighbouring countries was part of a family
strategy. While moving southwards or northwards was still conceivable for
them, they nevertheless opted for stasis, most likely to secure their social
influence on both sides of the international border, despite growing dip-
lomatic tensions between Turkey and French-ruled Syria. This was hardly

8 Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakki Oztan, ‘Introduction’, in Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakk:
Oztan (eds), Regimes of Mobility: Borders and State Formation in the Middle East, 1918—46
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2022), p. 8.

? On this notion, see Ronen Shamir, “Without Borders? Notes on Globalization as a Mobility
Regime’, Sociological Theory, Vol. 23, No. 2 (2005), pp. 197-217; Nina Glick Schiller and
Noel B. Salazar, ‘Regimes of Mobility across the Globe’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration
Studies, Vol. 39, No. 2 (2013), pp. 183-200.
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surprising. As suggested by Peter Sahlins in his seminal study of the Franco-
Spanish frontier at the Cerdanya Valley, the establishment of modern bor-
ders and the subsequent limitations of cross-border mobility favoured the
agency of individuals and groups who were able to either evade or respect
them, depending on their own agendas.'’ In the Middle East, as elsewhere,
while some borderlanders traded, worked, socialised and married as if the
new boundaries did not exist,"" others quickly ‘viewed the international bor-
der for what it was — that is, the realm of separate sovereignties and hence
an opportunity to benefit from disconnected jurisdictions.”* Thus, borders
became a resource for a variety of individuals and groups such as smugglers,
deserters, refugees, migrants and fugitives who helped both reconnect popu-
lations circumscribed by the borderlands and distinguish sovereignties as an
experienced reality.

Finally, despite the prevalence of modernisation and dependency para-
digms that tend to view the society as a passive recipient of state interven-
tion in general, and within the process of state-formation, in particular, this
piece of intelligence shows that there was not always a clear-cut boundary
between ‘state’ and ‘society’.”’ At times, borderlanders contacted border
authorities as well as local officials in moments of personal need, requesting
and (sometimes) receiving assistance regarding a variety of legal matters,
in particular, disputes over citizenship and sovereignty in relation to cross-
border crimes, marriages, inheritance, property and lost animals. Thus,

while instances of violence — that is, forced displacement, repression of

' Peter Sahlins, Boundaries: The Making of France and Spain in the Pyrences (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1989). See also Oscar Jdquez Martinez, Border People: Life
and Society in the US-Mexico Borderlands (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1994); David
N. Gellner (ed.), Borderland Lives in Northern South Asia (London: Rowman & Littlefield,
2013); Mandy Sadan, Being and Becoming Kachin: Histories Beyond the State in the Border-
worlds of Burma (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013).

"' Hastings Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson (eds), Borderlands. Ethnographic Approaches to
Security, Power, and Identity (London and New York: University Press of America, 2010),
p. 9.

2 Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakk: Oztan, ‘Introduction’, pp- 14-15.

" Philip Abrams, ‘Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State’, Journal of Historical Soci-
ology, Vol. 1, No. 1 (1988), pp. 63-4.
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contraband, tribes and smugglers’ raids against security forces — shaped
state—society relations in the borderlands, their day-to-day interactions
were context-specific and complex.' Ultimately, either by resisting state
policies or by approaching state officials to solve their problems, local pop-
ulations played a role in ‘bringing the state back in’."”

All things considered, borderland (hi)stories help to highlight the limin-
ality —i.e. a state of in-betweenness — of these spaces and their societies. The
reason is that borderlands are not regions within nation states, but rather
transnational spaces whose multicultural and multi-layered dimensions are
underscored by the very same borders that seek to erase the liminal iden-
tity of borderlands populations.'® That being the case, the liminality and
ambivalence of borderlanders allow us to challenge some of the well-known
‘-isms’ — such as nationalism, colonialism, modernism and structuralism —
that historians and social scientists have used to study border-making and
state-formation processes.'”

Liminality, however, does not necessarily mean ‘strangeness’ with regard to
current national, regional and global dynamics. As Himildinen and Truett sug-
gest, the history of borderlands should not limit itself to a counter history; that
is, a counter-narrative established by the ‘centre’.'® The study of borderlands
requires, on the contrary, connecting local (hi)stories to broader spaces that

are concomitantly historicised, and very often exceed national frameworks."

' Timothy Mitchell, Rule of Experts: Egypt, Techno-Politics, Modernity (Berkeley, CA: Univer-
sity of California Press, 2002).

' Peter B. Evans, Dietrich Rueschemeyer and Theda Skocpol (eds), Bringing the State Back in
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

'* Toufoul Abou-Hodeib, ‘Sanctity across the border: pilgrimage routes and state control in
Mandate Lebanon and Palestine’, in Cyrus Schayegh and Andrew Arsan (eds), 7he Routledge
Handbook of the History of the Middle East Mandates (London: Routledge, 2015), p. 383.

17 For a seminal work on liminal identities in the borderlands, see Gloria Anzaldta, Borderlands/
La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute Books, 1987). For a recent
contribution, see Hiroko Matsuda, Liminality of the Japanese Empire: Border Crossings from
Okinawa to Colonial Taiwan (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2018).

'8 Pekka Himildinen and Samuel Truett, ‘On Borderlands’, Journal of American History,
Vol. 98, No. 2 (2011), pp. 357-8.

' Sanghamitra Misra, Becoming a Borderland: The Politics of Space and Identity in Colonial
Northeastern India (New Delhi: Routledge, 2011).
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Because borderlands are spaces where place, identity and power relations inter-
sect over time,” historians need to explore how the continuous entanglement
and conflict between agency — individual and collective strategies — and the
constraints imposed on it by embedded structures — globalisation, the terri-
torial nation-state system, tribal and ethno-religious networks, among many
others — has shaped the evolution of both borderlands and states in the post-
Ottoman Middle East.”

State Formation in the Middle East: A Contentious Issue

The juxtaposition of unforeseen historic developments that unfolded in
the last two decades, on the one hand, and old territorial disputes on the
other, has strongly contributed to the revival of the debate — raging since
the 1990s** — about the crisis of the nation state in the Middle East and
the uncertain future of the international boundaries drawn by a series of
international treaties signed in the interwar years. Of note is the emergence
of new transnational actors — first al-Qaida, then the Islamic State in Iraq
and the Levant (ISIS) — that have denounced the legitimacy of interna-
tional borders ‘imposed’ by the colonial powers in the aftermath of the First
World War — the so-called ‘Sykes-Picot order’; the durability of conflicts
revolving around the right to self-determination of the Palestinians and the
Kurds as well as territorial disputes — i.e. Lebanon—Syria, Syria—Israel and
Saudi Arabia—Yemen; and finally, the resilience of supra- and sub-national

solidarities.

20 Henri Lefebvre, 7he Production of Space (Trans. D. Nicholson-Smith, Oxford: Blackwell,
1991); Barney Warf and Arias Santa (eds), 7he Spatial Turn: Interdisciplinary Perspectives
(London: Routledge, 2008).

2! For a similar argument, see Randy William Widdis, ‘Looking Through the Mirror: A His-
torical Geographical View of the Canadian-American Borderlands’, journal of Borderlands
Studies, Vol. 30, No. 2 (2015), pp. 175-88 (here p. 181).

** Adeed Dawisha and William Zartman (eds), Beyond Coercion. The Durability of the Arab
State (London: Croom Helm, 1988); Riccardo Bocco, ‘Asabiyat tribales et Etats au Moyen-
Orient: Confrontations et connivences’, Maghreb-Machrek, No. 147 (1995), pp. 3-12.

» Michael D. Berdine, Redrawing the Middle East: Sir Mark Sykes, Imperialism and the Sykes—
Picot Agreement (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2018); Ariel 1. Ahram, Break all the Borders: Separatism
and the Reshaping of the Middle East (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).
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The acceleration of the globalisation process needs to be added to these
local and regional dynamics,”* as it has affected all states without excep-
tion, contributing to the so-called ‘international disorder’ and the inevitable
questioning of the Westphalian conception of territorial sovereignty.” The
Middle East seems to embody the most encompassing socio-political trends
of modern world development; namely, the emergence, ascendancy and
subsequent crisis of what is best labelled ‘territoriality’.** Against this back-
ground, two opposed strands of literature — traditional and revisionist — have
sought to provide a historically informed perspective to either support or
counter the notions such as ‘failed’, ‘collapsed’, ‘fragile’ and ‘weak’ states that
have been widely used by observers and academics to ‘explain’ current devel-
opments in the Middle East.”” Ultimately, however, the assessment of both
the depth and the origins of the so-called ‘crisis of the territorial state’ in
the region stems from conflicting views about the historicity of pre-modern
political units as well as the nature of the nation state in the Middle East.

The first strand emphasises the artificiality of both the newly-established
nation states in the Middle East and their respective international borders.

This bulk of literature has consequently turned its attention to the series

* Kenichi Ohmae, 7he Borderless World: Power and Strategy in the Interlinked Economy (New
York: Harper Business, 1990); Michael Shapiro and Hayward Alker (eds), Challenging
Boundaries: Global Flows, Territorial Identities (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1996).

% Bertrand Badie, La Jon des territoires. Essai sur le désordre international et sur l'utilité sociale du

G

respect (Paris: Fayard, 1995); Hartmut Behr, ‘Deterritorialisation and the Transformation of
Statehood: The Paradox of Globalisation’, Geopolitics, Vol. 13, No. 2 (2008), pp. 359-82;
Hans Vollaard, “The Logic of Political Territoriality’, Geopolitics, Vol. 14, No. 4 (2009),
pp- 687-706.

Charles S Maier, ‘Consigning the Twentieth century to History: Alternative Narratives for
the Modern Era’, The American Historical Review, Vol. 105, No. 3 (2000), p. 807. For

the questioning of territoriality as a marker of statehood in the contemporary world see

2

-8

Zygmunt Bauman, ‘Reconnaissance Wars of the Planetary Frontierland’, 7heory, Culture
and Society Vol. 19, No. 4 (2002), pp. 82-90.

Peter Galbraith, 7he End of Iraq: How American Incompetence Created a War Without End
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006); Noel Brehony, Yemen Divided: The Story of a Failed
State in South Arabia (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2013).

2
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of secret contacts and accords — i.e. the Sykes-Picot Agreement (1916), the
Balfour Declaration (1917), and the subsequent Anglo-French negotiations
at the San Remo conference (1920) — that eventually brought the Middle
East to its current territorial form.”® Accordingly, Western powers created a
new political framework for the region; a territorial sovereign state system
fostered and secured by the mandates of the League of Nations, with the
more or less voluntary cooperation of some local elites. The ‘adaptation’ to
this new political system was uneven, though. Modern Turkey and Iran ‘did
better’ because: they were the heirs of empires that lasted — i.e. Ottoman
(1300-1922), Safavid (1501-1736) and Qajar (1789-1925) — they benefit-
ted from stronger traditions of statehood,” shared one of the oldest frontiers
in the region® and had been governed since the early 1920s by nationalist
elites guided by a comprehensive top-down reform agenda.”

In Arab countries, by contrast, new nation states were ‘artificial’, for they
lacked deep historical roots and, more importantly, were the products of
Western colonial designs in the region. As a result, these new political enti-
ties were at odds with their own societies, characterised by high levels of
religious and ethnic diversity, thereby precluding the emergence of a unified
national consciousness. If new nation states were artificial, so were their
borders. Thus, for instance, David Fromkin argued that the interwar period

was an ‘era in which Middle Eastern countries and frontiers were fabricated

* Yoav Alon, The Making of Jordan: Tribes, Colonialism, and the Modern State (London: 1. B.
Tauris, 2007); James Barr, A Line in the Sand: Britain, France and the Struggle that Shaped the
Middle East (London: Simon and Schuster, 2011); T. G. Fraser, Andrew Mango and Robert
McNamara, The Makers of the Modern Middle East (London: Gingko Library, 2011).

2 Metin Heper, The State Tradition in Turkey (Hull: Eothen Press, 1985).

% For a comprehensive study on the contentious formation of this frontier, see Sabri Ates, 7he
Ottoman—Iranian Borderlands. Making a Boundary, 1843—1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2013).

3! Bernard Lewis, 7he Emergence of Modern Turkey (London: Oxford University Press, 1962);
Erik J. Ziircher, The Unionist Factor: The Role of the Committee of Union and Progress in the
Turkish National Movement, 190526 (Leiden: Brill, 1984). For a comparative study of the
reform movements led by Mustafa Kemal and Reza Khan in Turkey and Iran, respectively,
see Touraj Atabaki and Erik J. Ziircher (eds), Men of Order: Authoritarian Modernization
under Atatiirk and Reza Shah (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2004).
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in Europe’.”” Not only did Europeans draw the borders of the Arab Middle
East, but they also did it arbitrarily.”

Furthermore, as Arab elites strove to implement their respective projects of
state-building, these artificial borders presented a conundrum. Nationalism —
itself an idea imported from the West — led to a contradiction between a non-
territorial Arab nationalism that, in theory, sought to encompass all Arab states,
and the actual state fragmentation of the Middle East resulting from the West-
ern Mandates’ order. In other words, the new state system challenged the region
as ‘the nationhood in its Western meaning was trapped between two poles: the
infra-national belongings like the communitarian or tribal links, and the supra-
national belongings, namely the #mma — the Muslim community of believers —
and pan-Arabism’.**

Yet, the reality is much more complex than what the analyses of the so-
called ‘artificiality’ of the nation-state system in the Middle East may suggest.
In that regard, revisionist scholarship offers much more promising perspec-
tives for a better understanding of the transition from the imperial framework
towards the interwar state system. Crucially, Sara Pursley argues that the nar-
rative on the artificiality of the Middle Eastern states, which emerged already
in the 1920s, served to foster colonial claims in the region.3 > According to this
narrative, because new nation states were devoid of any common identity and

their provinces had no previous administrative ties, Middle Eastern societies

32 David Fromkin, A Peace to End all Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation
of the Modern Middle East, rev. ed. (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2009, 1st edn.
1989), p. 9.

% For a comprehensive critique of this narrative, see Sara Pursley, ‘Lines Drawn on an Empty
Map: Irag’s Borders and the Legend of the Artificial State (Part I and I1)’, Jadaliyya, 2 June
2015, available at: https://www.jadaliyya.com/Details/32140 and https://www.jadaliyya.
com/Details/32153; Louise Fawcett, ‘States and Sovereignty in the Middle East: Myths and
Realities’, International Affairs, Vol. 93, No. 4 (2017), pp. 789-807.

% Ernest Gellner, “Tribalism and state in the Middle East’, in Philip S. Khoury and Joseph
Kostiner (eds), Tribes and State Formation in the Middle East (London: 1. B. Tauris, 1990),
pp. 109-26; Daniel Meier, ‘Introduction to the Special Issue: Bordering the Middle East’,
Geopolitics, Vol. 23, No. 3 (2018), p. 4.

% Sara Pursley, ‘Lines Drawn on an Empty Map'.
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were prone to un-governability.® Consequently, French and British presence
in the region was deemed even more necessary in order to ‘protect’ ethnic and
religious minorities from Arab nationalism, while preparing the elites of the
future independent states for good governance.” Such discourse, however,
deliberately overlooked local constitutional attempts, like the one elaborated
by the representatives of the Syrian—Arab Congress (1920), to secure equality
for all citizens regardless of their ethnic and religious backgrounds.”

This revisionist strand of the literature also points out that before nation-
alist doctrines were imported from Europe, ‘patriotic’ identities had already
made their presence felt in many parts of the world, including the Middle
East. While the umma and other religious affiliations, together with the sense
of belonging to a particular place — i.e. village, steppe or city — continued
to shape individual and collective identities in the early twentieth century,
sources in local languages also reveal pre-modern ‘traces of awareness of
territorial consciousness’ that marked a certain distinction between the
proto-nations present in the region.”” In that sense, the terms ‘Syria’, ‘Bilad
al-Sham’ and ‘al-Iraq’, though they were never clearly defined or limited, had
existed well before the establishment of the Mandates. Further, between the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a cultural sense of Arabism was

born, especially in Bilad al-Sham, which was ‘soon picked up and amplified

% The discourse on the artificiality of non-Western borders was not only conveyed by civil
servants and diplomats, but also by European social scientists who played a significant role
in defining territorial and therefore political decision-making. See Camille Lefebvre, “We
Have Tailored Africa: French Colonialism and the “Artificiality” of Africa’s Borders in the
Interwar Period’, Journal of Historical Geography, Vol. 37, No. 2 (2011), pp. 191-202.

7 On the Mandates, see Nadine Méouchy (ed.), France, Syrie et Liban, 1918—46: Les ambiguités

et les dynamiques de la relation mandataire (Damas: IFEAD, 2002); Nadine Méouchy and

DPeter Sluglett (eds), 7he British and French Mandates in Comparative Perspectives (Leiden:

Brill, 2004); Cyrus Schayegh and Andrew Arsan (eds), 7he Routledge Handbook of the History

of the Middle East Mandates (London: Routledge, 2015).

Elizabeth E Thompson, How the West Stole Democracy from the Arabs: The Syrian Arab Congress

0f 1920 and the Destruction of its Historic Liberal-Islamic Alliance (New York: Atlantic Monthly

Press, 2020).

¥ Lorenzo Kamel, The Middle Fast from Empire to Sealed Identities (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2019), pp. 184-5.

3
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by emerging diaspora communities’.”” Likewise, a closer observation of docu-
ments and maps predating the First World War shows that the separation of
Baghdad and Basra provinces that was in place in 1914 and has been widely
used to counter claims about the rootedness of local territorial entities dated
back only to 1884.*' In fact, for almost two centuries they had been governed
as a single entity with Baghdad as the social and political centre of gravity.*

In sum, ‘while it is necessary to reject any primordialist temptation — or
the existence of communities that have been defining themselves on a territo-
rial basis for a long time’, it is equally important to highlight that countries
such as ‘Palestine, Iraq and Syria are not simply artificial creations’.*’

Finally, although the San Remo Conference set the framework for the
new territories under a mandatory oversight, their respective boundaries were
drawn throughout the 1920s as the result of an ‘arduous process of resolving
competing claims to territory, often through war and always through the use
of power’. In short, borders in the Middle East were formed ‘in much the
same way that nation-state borders everywhere have been formed”.*

Yet, beyond the binary nature of artificiality/historicity of Middle Eastern
territorial nation states, there is another underlying key issue that informs
the two approaches; that is, a radically different understanding of the ‘true’
nature of the newly-established states in the interwar Middle East. While the
traditional strand of literature highlights the imported character of a Western

“ Cyrus Schayegh, The Middle East and the Making of the Modern World (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2017), p. 6. See also Andrew Arsan, Inzerlopers of Empire: The
Lebanese Diaspora in Colonial French West Africa (London: Hurst, 2014); Stacy Fahrenthold,
Between the Ottomans and the Entente: The First World War in the Syrian and Lebanese
Diaspora, 1908—25 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019).

I Norwegian Institute for International Affairs Report, ‘How a Post-Sectarian Strategy Can

Change the Logic and Facilitate Sustainable Political Reform in Iraq’, February 2009. Avail-

able at: http://english.nupi.no/content/download/8891/91333/file/Iraq%20Report%20

%284%29.pdf. See also Dina Rizk Khoury, State and Provincial Society in the Ottoman

Empire: Mosul, 1540—1834 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997).

“ Reida Visser, ‘Introduction’, in Reida Visser and Gareth Stansfield (eds), An Iraq of Its Regions:
Cornerstones of a Federal Democracy? (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), p. 8.

 Lorenzo Kamel, The Middle East from Empire to Sealed Identities, p. 189.

# Sara Pursley, ‘Lines Drawn on an Empty Map: Iraq’s Borders and the Legend of the Artificial
State (Part I and I1)’, Jadaliyya.
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political idea — the Westphalian state — and its inadequacy regarding the
Middle Eastern social fabric, the second one points to the hybrid character of
the Middle Eastern state. The latter seems again more auspicious.

As Mohammad-Mahmoud Ould Mohamedou suggests, the model of the
“Westphalian state’ has proven to be remarkably assertive, often regarded as
the inevitable, near-sacralised point of reference. As a result, non-Western
statechood is defined negatively; that is, ‘given in relation not to what it is
but to that which it is not’.* Yet, instead of choosing the story of Western
state-making form as a point of departure and comparison to analyse state-
formation processes elsewhere, scholars need to acknowledge that statehood
in the Middle East followed a singular, yet multifaceted pattern.* Rephrasing
Tassos Anastassiadis and Nathalie Clayer in relation to south-eastern Europe,
one can argue that the process of state formation in the interwar Middle East
was a complicated course that involved different institutional traditions —
i.e. imperial, Westphalian, colonial — managing societies marked by vary-
ing degrees of political loyalty to the respective central powers, and coping
with colonial intrusion embedded in the context of permanent uncertainty.”
Henceforth, historians need to pay more attention to the socio-historical
process of modern state formation; namely, how the modern national state
was appropriated by and transformed into the local social fabric.

Furthermore, the way scholars approach ‘the state’ has significant conse-
quences for how state—society relations are studied, and ultimately, doe the

overall appraisal of state performances. Various schools of thought — from

 Mohammad-Mahmoud Ould Mohamedou, ‘In Search of the Non-Western State: Historicising
and De-Westphalianising Statehood’, in Bertrand Badie, Dirk Berg-Scholsser and Leonardo
Morlino (eds), 7he SAGE Handbook of Political Science: A Global Perspective (London: Sage,
2020), pp. 1335-48 (here p. 1330).

4 Rifaat ‘Ali Abou-El-Haj, Formation of the Modern State: The Ottoman Empire, Sixteenth to
Eighteenth Centuries (Albany: SUNY Press, 1991); Karen Barkey, Bandits and Bureaucrats:
The Ottoman Route to State Centralization (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994); Fatma
Miige Gogek, The Transformation of Turkey: Redefining State and Society from the Ottoman
Empire to the Modern Era (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2011).

7 Tassos Anastassiadis and Nathalie Clayer, ‘Beyond the Incomplete or Failed Modernization
Paradign’, in Tassos Anastassiadis and Nathalie Clayer (eds), Sociezy, Politics and State Formation
in Southeastern Europe During the 19th Century (Athens: Alpha Bank, 2011), pp. 11-32.
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Weberianism to structuralism, Marxism, realism and neo-realism — have
emphasised the study of the modern state as an autonomous organisation.
By far the most popular has been the literature drawing upon Talcot Parsons’
social-systems theory.*® Parsons’ approach subsumes both state and society in
a broad conception of the so-called ‘social system’, whose various parts are
bound together by an overarching and unified set of values. According to
Parsons, it is this package of values that takes centre stage in the analysis of
power, structure and change. Edward Shils, following Durkheim’s notion of
‘social morphology’, further developed this approach by applying it to new
states. Consistent with the ‘centre—periphery’ model, the state is located at
the ‘centre’” of the system, whereas society, a passive recipient, is situated at
the ‘periphery’.”” The ‘centre’ is characterised in this model by three aspects:
a central value system comprised of the values and beliefs of the state; insti-
tutions that dominate the realm of action and exercise authority; and elites
that possess ultimate authority. Critically, Shils explains that these three
components are combined in a ‘seamless wave’. Thus, the ‘centre’ is capable
of enforcing decisions despite differing tendencies and preferences within
society. Although Shils acknowledges that the ‘centre’ is not homogenous and
more likely there is not a unique ‘centre’, in Shils’ model the centre has always
a positive meaning or force of attraction.”

This perspective parallels the modernisation and dependency literature
wherein dualisms such as state/society, centre/periphery, modern/traditional
have long dominated scholarship on state formation in the Middle East. In
short, the ‘failure’ of the ‘imported” Western state model in the region was
attributed to the ‘backwardness’ of local societies and the inheritance of the
corrupt Ottoman institutional and social order. So the argument goes that,
with the exception of Kemalist Turkey where state elites introduced profound

social reforms and thus broke with the Ottoman past,”" state-building in the

“ Talcot Parsons, 7he Social System (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1951).

4 Edward Shils, Center and Periphery: Essays in Macrosociology (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1975).

* Massimo Rosati, 7he Making of a Postsecular Society: A Durkheimian Approach to Memory,
Pluralism and Religion in Turkey (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), p. 18.

°' Daniel Lerner, The Passing of Traditional Society: Modernizing the Middle East (Glencoe, IL:
Free Press, 1958).
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interwar Middle East encountered insurmountable obstacles — the weight of
social and religious traditions and the weakness of a ‘centre’ that was inca-
pable of claiming authority, and the monopoly of violence, a constitutive
element of statehood, according to the classical Weberian perspective.

Since the 1970s, however, post-colonial theory, including subaltern and
gender studies, has challenged both Weberianism and the ‘centre—periphery’
model. Key to our discussion here is that while classical studies on state for-
mation and modernisation processes view the state as a unitary, monolithic
apparatus, new approaches have challenged this perspective by suggesting
that, on the contrary, the state is a fragmented institution prone to ‘flaws’ and
contradictions between its different ‘segments’.”* Accordingly, Joel S. Migdal
has elaborated a theoretical approach — ‘state-in-society’ — wherein the state
is defined as a ‘field of power marked by the use and threat of violence and
shaped by the image of a coherent, controlling organization in a territory,
which is a representation of the people bounded by that territory, and the
actual practices of its multiple parts.” Similarly, Timothy Mitchell has con-
ceptualised the state as a structural effect, ‘a powerful metaphysical effect of
practices that make such structures appear to exist.”* For both scholars thus,
while the state projects to the outside an image of homogeneity and coher-
ence, the actual practice or routine performance of state actors and agencies
in various arenas often contradicts this image. Henceforth, in order to study
state-formation processes, scholars need to observe the everyday practices of
bureaucracies within the population, which might be contradictory to the
discourse of the state.”

2 While Georges Balandier highlights the ‘laws’ of certain states, Joel S. Migdal underlines
the contradictions within the state, on the one hand, and the interactions between the state
and society, on the other. Georges Balandier, Anthropologie politique (Paris: PUE 1967),
pp. 167-8; Joel S. Migdal, State in Sociery. Studying How States and Societies Transform and
Constitute One Another (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

% Joel S. Migdal, State in Society, p. 16.

> Timothy Mitchell, “The Limits of the State: Beyond Statist Approaches and Their Critics’,
American Political Science Review, Vol. 85, No. 1 (1991), p. 94.

> Akhil Gupta, ‘Blurred Boundaries: The Discourse of Corruption, the Culture of Politics,
and the Imagined State’, in Aradhana Sharma and Akhil Gupta (eds), 7he Anthropology of
the State: A Reader (Malden, MA: Wiley—Blackwell, 2005), pp. 211-41.
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Historians of the Ottoman Empire quickly tapped into this literature to
challenge classical accounts on non-Western statehood and state—society rela-
tions. In his seminal work A Moveable Empire, Resat Kasaba invites scholars ‘to
see the institutionalization of the Ottoman-Turkish state as a process unfold-
ing in continuous relationship with other groups and elements of society and
with counterparts in surrounding areas.””® Likewise, Janet Klein has explored
how the state’s attempts to monitor the margins of the Empire in the late
nineteenth century led Ottoman authorities to establish Kurdish militias and
give them the mission of placating a perceived Armenian threat. By doing
s0, however, the Ottoman state empowered Kurdish tribal leaders, which ran
counter to its own previous endeavours.”” The same argument is also advanced
by Isa Blumi in his study on the transformation of the Ottoman Empire’s
institutions through the interactions with borderlanders in the Western
Balkans, the Persian Gulf and Yemen.”® Meanwhile, Karen Barkey has argued
that while coercion was indeed a tool to impose state authority upon Ottoman
subjects, mediation and negotiation were equally important in order to imple-
ment state policies and gain in legitimacy.”” In parallel, historians have also
observed how Islamic law changed throughout the nineteenth century with
regard to the issues related to sexuality — i.e. age of marriage, rape, divorce or
abortion, among many others, as a response to everyday interactions between
state agents, religious courts and society.(’0

In the past few years, historians, political scientists and anthropologists
have also revisited the Kemalist era (1923—46) to examine how social engi-
neering policies were actually implemented, negotiated and/or subverted in

Turkey’s rural areas. Thus, contrary to traditional scholarship, which tends

% Resat Kasaba, A Moveable Empire: Ottomans, Nomads, Migrants, and Refugees (Seattle and
London: University of Washington Press, 2009), p. 8.

57 Janet Klein, The Margins of Empire: Kurdish Militias in the Ottoman Tribal Zone (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2011).

%8 Tsa Blumi, Foundations of Modernity: Human Agency and the Imperial State (London: Routledge,
2012).

% Karen Barkey, Empire of Difference: The Ottomans in Comparative Perspective (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2008).

0 eslie P. Peirce, Morality Tales: Law and Gender in the Ottoman Court of Aintab (Berkeley,
CA: University of California Press, 2003); Elyse Semerdjian, ‘Off the Straight Patly’: Illicit Sex,
Community and Law in Ottoman Aleppo (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2008).
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to overestimate the coherence and power of the Turkish state in the inter-
war period, recent works underscore its internal contradictions as well as the
blurred boundaries between state agents and rural populations.®’

Building upon this literature, this book suggests that we recognise
borders and borderlands as suitable sites for exploring the co-production and
renegotiation of power, territorial, political and social loyalties in the modern
Middle East. Because borders are social constructs around which power
relations between state authorities and borderlanders unfold, they offer a
unique standpoint to observe not only the everyday interactions between state
and society, but also how these interactions inadvertently helped ‘nationalise’
an otherwise transnational space. In that regard, the virtual character of most
Middle Eastern borders should not be seen as a sign of their ‘artificiality” or
even their ‘failure’; rather, the idea of ‘elusive borders’ as much as ‘elusive
states’ provides an entry point into the ideal of making the territorial nation-

state an OIlgOiIlg process.

Borders, Borderlands and State Formation

Contemporary developments — i.e. the refugee crisis, debates on migration,
the construction of walls and fences in the border areas across the globe® —
have certainly renewed scholars’ interest in the study of borders, borderlands
and cross-border mobility in the Middle East and beyond.*® Yet, the variety

6! Senem Aslan, ‘Everyday Forms of State Power and the Kurds in the Early Turkish Republic’,
International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 43, No. 1 (2011), pp. 75-93; Alexandros
Lamprou, Nation-Building in Modern Turkey: The Peoples Houses, the State and the Citizen
(London: I. B. Tauris, 2015); Hale Yilmaz, Becoming Turkish: Nationalist Reforms and
Cultural Negotiations in Early Republican Turkey 1923—45 (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University
Press, 2016).

52 Gabriel Popescu, Bordering and Ordering the Twenty-first Century (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, 2011); Elia Pusterla and Francesca Piccin, “The loss of sovereignty
and the illusion of building walls’, Journal of Borderlands Studies, Vol. 27, No. 2 (2012),
pp- 121-38; Elisabeth Vallet (ed.), Borders, Fences and Walls: State of Insecurity? (Farnham:
Ashgate, 2014).

6 S. Latte Abdallah and C. Parizot (eds), A [ombre du mur. Israéliens et palestiniens entre
séparation et occupation (Arles: Actes Sud/MMSH, 2011); Asher Kaufman, Contested Fron-
tiers in the Syria-Lebanon-Israel Region: Cartography, Sovereignty, and Conflict (Washington,
DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2014); Daniel Meier, Shaping Lebanon’s Borderlands,



20 | RETHINKING STATE AND BORDER FORMATION

of objects and phenomena observed as well as the approaches adopted by
scholars expose a rather fragmented field. Traditionally, borders have been
analysed in terms of their geopolitical dimensions, namely as physical limits
between two contiguous sovereign territorial systems.** Political scientists and
geographers, on the other hand, underscored the centrality of power around
borders,*> which became the perfect symbolic and physical markers of ‘the
spatiality of self, identity, and state’.*® In parallel, however, it appeared that
the study of borders and cross-border dynamics required a clearer distinction
between notions that had been used interchangeably. Nowadays, generally
speaking, borders are conceived as political divides that are the result of state
building,67 whilst boundaries refer to the ‘lines’ on a political malp.68 Meanwhile,
[frontiers are associated with a ‘remote, sparsely populated, and vaguely defined
territory lying beyond the periphery of two or more core powers’.”’

In parallel, from the 1990s onwards, practitioners of border studies began
to pay less attention to political centres and the conditions that informed these
outer lines of sovereignty. Instead, they turned their gaze towards the zones that

constitute both sides of a border to observe the impact of international borders
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upon local populations.” Starting from the premise that the border is a social
construct — i.e. not simply a rigid and material line of sovereignty — many
studies sought to understand the ways in which border zones were subjectively
experienced by ‘border populations’; that is, not only as an area of instability
and risk, but also as a potential resource for those living in its proximity.”'
While this took many forms, scholars have by and large underscored the strat-
egies and daily activities of individuals and/or groups seeking to transgress the
border, such as cross-border marriages, smuggling and trafficking as well as crimi-
nal circuits and secessionist movements that thrived in border regions.72 After all,
despite state efforts to monitor and limit cross-border mobility, older geographies
and conceptions of time ‘continued to make their presence known, even when
reformulated in the presence of borders and states’.”” As a result of such prac-
tices that may appear strange to citizens living at the ‘centre’ of the nation states,
border regions would constitute a world apart,”* and, at times, even a shelter for

individuals and groups seeking to avoid the control of the modern state.”

7® Hastings Donnan and Thomas M. Wilson (eds), Borderlands. Ethnographic Approaches to
Security, Power, and Identity (London and New York: University Press of America, 2010);
See also Thomas M. Wilson and Hastings Donnan, ‘Border and Border Studies’, in Thomas
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London, 2012), pp. 1-25.
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Framing border zones as spaces distinct from the national heartlands in
many respects led to the rehabilitation of the notion of borderland. The lat-
ter was originally applied by American historians such as Frederick ]. Turner
and Herbert E. Bolton to refer to North America’s ‘colonial frontier’; that
is, a zone of expansion of Euro-American pioneers."’ Slowly, however, David
J. Weber and other historians began embracing problems that transcended
national borders and replaced the notion of the ‘frontier’ by that of ‘border-
lands’, understood as zones of plural sovereignty, which by no means could be
limited solely to the American experience.” In that regard, this notion gained
new epistemological value, as it was used to study broader geographic areas
from Asia to Europe and Africa.”® Although there is no single definition of it,
in its most basis sense, a borderland can be defined as an area that flanks both
sides of an internationally recognised border that are of ‘indefinite extent and
thus cannot be measured in so many meters or miles’.” Adding a political
dimension to it, James Anderson and Liam O’Dowd view borderlands as areas
in the form of strip ‘whose centres are physically and socially distant from that
border’.** Because the two sides of the border constitute an organic whole
that differs from the rest of a given national territory,*" borderlands are lim-

inal spaces that are unique in their geopolitical, socioeconomic, political and
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cultural environments.®* Yet, borderlands are not a given; rather, they are ‘a
physical, ideological, and geographical construct, a region of intersection that
is sensitive to internal and external forces that both integrate and differentiate
communities and areas on both sides of the boundary line.”*

Given the multifaceted character of borderlands, many scholars readily
acknowledged the concept’s analytic potential to rethink the processes of bor-
der-making, state and identity formation for two interrelated reasons. On the
one hand, historians and geographers have postulated that setting borderlands
as a privileged unit of analysis would enable us to explore the process through
which imperial and national borders are socially constructed, in particular by
paying attention to their varying meanings — symbolic and material — across
time and space.” In short, in order to deepen our understanding of the for-
mation and consolidation of borders across historical periods, research should
take into account local realities alongside political and diplomatic agendas.®
Furthermore, because borderlands are established in areas of multiple sovereign-
ties, involving continuous renegotiations of power among a myriad of local,
national and transnational actors, they offer a unique site to observe the contra-
dictions and dynamics at work within societies. Therefore, by examining social
and political relations between ‘state’ and ‘society’ around specific borderlands,
it would be possible to study the processes of formation and territorialisation of

modern nation states.*

82 Pinar Senoguz, Community, Change and Border Towns (London: Routledge, 2018), p. 24.
Gabriel Popescu, Bordering and Ordering the Twenty-first Century, p. 20.

% Randy Widdis, ‘Migration, Borderlands, and National Identity’, in John J. Bukowezy (ed.),
Permeable Border: The Great Lakes Basin as Transnational Region (Pittsburgh: University of
Pittsburgh Press, 2005), pp. 152-74 (here p. 154).

84 Jeremy Adelman and Stephen Aron, ‘From Borderlands to Borders’, p. 815.

8 Peter Sahlins, Boundaries: The Making of France and Spain in the Pyrenees; Sabine Dullin,
‘Tinvention d’une frontiére de guerre froide a 'ouest de I'Union soviétique (1945-9)’,
Vingtiéme Siécle Revue d'histoire, No. 102 (2009), pp. 49-61; Isa Blumi, ‘Agents of Post-
Ottoman States: The Precariousness of the Berlin Congress Boundaries of Montenegro and
how to Define/Confine People’, in Hakan Yavuz and Peter Sluglett (eds), War and Diplomacy:
Russo-Turkish War and Berlin Treaty (Salt Lake City: University of Utah, 2011), pp. 194-231.

% Joel S. Migdal (ed.), Boundaries and Belonging. States and Societies in the Struggle to Shape
Identities and Local Practices (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).
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On the other hand, as I have argued elsewhere, ‘borderlands are not just
zones where actors compete and resist, locals negotiate, cultures intermingle,
and identities transform, they are also a transnational space where individuals
cross, commodities are exchanged, and diseases are spread;’ as such, ‘borders
are not where mobilities come to an end.””” Rather, they are ‘semipermeable
membranes” allowing states to ‘channel’ — i.e. prevent, promote, re-direct —
cross-border mobility,*® while seeking to derive revenues, legitimacy and power
from them.*” Ultimately, ‘borderlands are where “regimes of mobility” are re-
cast and re-shuffled.”

Taken together, scholarship on borders in the Middle East has reproduced the
ambivalent view of this field on how and to what extent states — whether imperial
or national — make their presence felt in the borderlands.”" Indeed, from a border-
land perspective, empires and nation states look simultaneously more fragile and
violent in the periphery than in the political centre.”” Thus, a significant number
of works on borderlands in the region have emphasised how, from the nineteenth
century onwards, centralising policies in the margins of empires and nation states
involved, more often than not, the forced displacement of rebellious groups
and undesirable populations, including massacres and genocide.” Likewise,

% Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakki Oztan, ‘Introduction’, p. 13.

% For a discussion about the conceptualisation of borders as ‘semipermeable membranes’ in the
late nineteenth century, see Valeska Huber, “The Unification of the Globe by Disease? The
International Sanitary Conferences on Cholera, 1851-94’, 7he Historical Journal, Vol. 49,
No. 2 (2006), pp. 453-76.

¥ Joel Quirk and Darshan Vigneswaran, ‘Mobility Makes States’, in Darshan Vigneswaran
and Joel Quirk (eds) Mobility Makes States: Migration and Power in Africa (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015), pp. 6-8.

% Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakki Oztan, ‘Introduction’, p. 13.

*! For a critical assessment of borderlands history, see Pekka Himildinen and Samuel Truett,
‘On Borderlands’.

92 About imperial monitoring of the ‘margins’ through violent means, see Priya Satia, Spies in
Arabia: The Great War and the Cultural Foundations of Britain’s Covert Empire in the Middle
East (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).

% Donald Bloxham, 7he Great Game of Genocide: Imperialism, Nationalism, and the Destruc-
tion of the Ottoman Armenians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Michael Reynolds,
Shattering Empires: The Clash and Collapse of the Ottoman and Russian Empires, 1908—18
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz (eds),
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researchers have highlighted the long-lasting negative effects of new borders upon
border dwellers and nomadic populations; namely, how borders cut across pre-
existing commercial and social networks causing the end of certain traditional
ways of life, such as pastoralism.” Gradually, through a series of bureaucratic
measures and monitoring techniques, modern states transformed the imperial
borderlands into bordered lands.

Meanwhile, other scholars have framed borderlands as sites where state
structures are less than fully articulated, and where the image of the state loses
its clarity, developing more fluid forms of state control and presence, and
thus allowing increasingly more room for borderlanders’ manoeuvres.” In
addition, because states’ symbolic and physical presence in the border zones
is elusive, Bedouins, smugglers, revolutionary groups and members of Sufi
orders — among many others — transgress international borders on a regu-
lar basis, thereby subverting states’ claims of exclusive sovereignty over their

respective territories.”®

Shatterzone of Empires: Coexistence and Violence in the German, Hapsburg, Russian, and
Ottoman Borderlands (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013).

% Anthony B. Toth, “The Transformation of a Pastoral Economy: Bedouin and States in
Northern Arabia, 1850-1950" (PhD Dissertation, Oxford: Oxford University, 2000).
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(ed.), Understanding Life in the Borderland: Boundaries in Depth and in Motion (Athens GA:
University of Georgia Press, 2010), pp. 58-84; Cyrus Schayegh, “The Many Worlds of ‘Abud
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torialization’, The American Historical Review, Vol. 116, No. 2 (2011), pp. 273-306; Metin
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Between these two apparently irreconcilable approaches, some authors
suggest a more nuanced understanding of state—society relations in the bor-
derlands, starting from the premise that there is not a single #ypical border or
borderland in the Middle East.”” In this region, as elsewhere, the implemen-
tation of borders was often patchy; state authority could thus be omnipresent
in one instance, but absent in the next. Similarly, as Cyrus Schayegh points
out, borders in the Middle East did not develop synchronously nor did their
management develop linearly.”® Admittedly, procrastination during diplo-
matic negotiations and boundary demarcation missions, local resistance and
major events such as the Second World War had both delaying and reversing
effects upon the evolution of Middle Eastern borders throughout the first half
of the twentieth century.

In that regard, notions such as bordering, de-bordering and re-border-
ing seem to be the key to understanding border spaces, for they capture the
changing nature of borders while taking into account ‘all types of actors,
institutions as well as companies, individuals and social groups involved
in the conduct of border-work’.”” Because these were both top-down and
bottom-up processes — that is, at once shaped by states, international organ-
isations, regional agencies and borderlanders — historians need to observe
not only borderlands singular (hi)stories, interactions, border materiality and
variations over time and space, but also how power was differently projected,

negotiated and resisted in state margins.'”

Moving Forward

In pursuing these inquiries, Rethinking State and Border Formation in the
Middle East is engaged in conversation with three specific historiographies.

9

S|

Richard Schofield, ‘International Boundaries and Borderlands in the Middle East: Balancing
Context, Exceptionalism and Representation’, Geopolitics, Vol. 23, No. 3 (2017), pp. 608
and 610.

% Cyrus Schayegh, ‘Afterword’, in Jordi Tejel and Ramazan (eds), Regimes of Mobility, p. 357.
9 Daniel Meier, ‘Introduction’, Bordering the Middle East, p. 6.

1% Richard Schofield, ‘International Boundaries and Borderlands in the Middle East’, p. 620. See
also Inga Brandell (ed.), State Frontiers: Borders and Boundaries in the Middle East (London and
New York: I. B. Tauris, 2006), pp. 18-19; Leila Vignal (ed.), 7he Transnational Middle East:
People, Places, Borders (London and New York: Routledge, 2017), p. 11.
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First is the growing awareness among scholars about the potential benefits
of combining certain strands of micro- and global history. Even though
these two historiographies are very often seen as radically opposed to one
another, both approaches problematise the familiar narratives and containers

" and, more importantly, they are

of national history and ‘state-centrism’,'
inclined towards the study of comparisons, networks and connections. In a
bid to reconcile them, certain historians claim that ‘spatial history’ — that is,
a history that emphasises space and connections that stretch across cultural
boundaries'”” — offers promising perspectives in thinking about how histori-
cal processes are generated.'” Because borderlands are ‘transnational spaces’
with social practices across singular yet connected places, they offer a means
of writing a history of the modern Middle East in which the nation state does
not occupy such a central position.'"*

To be sure, historians cannot underestimate the role played by states in
many borderland contexts in the post-Ottoman Middle East, for the former
made their presence increasingly felt among borderlanders in different ways —
anti-smuggling measures, air strikes, quarantine buildings, among many oth-
ers. Moreover, global debates on issues such as refugee settlements or trade
flows and international campaigns against the spread of diseases or drug traf-
ficking have also affected border zones. Likewise, scholars cannot dismiss the
centrality of diplomacy and high-level geostrategic dynamics in the preven-
tion and/or resolution of international conflicts. Yet, Rethinking State and
Border Formation in the Middle East argues for the necessity of challenging

""" Neil Brenner, ‘Beyond State-centrism? Space, Territoriality, and Geographical Scale in
Globalization Studies’, Zheory and Society, Vol. 28 (1999), pp. 39-78.

192 Felix Driver and Raphael Samuel, ‘Re-thinking the Idea of Place’, History Workshop
Journal, Vol. 39, No. 1 (1995), pp. v—vii; Richard White, “What is Spatial History?’,
Stanford University Spatial History Lab Working Paper, 1 February 2010, pp. 1-6.

' For a comprehensive discussion on ‘spatial history’ as a means to reconcile micro- and
global historians, see Christian G. de Vito, ‘History without scale: the micro-spatial
perspective’, Past and Present, Supplement 14 (2019), pp. 348-72.

1% Paul Readman, Cynthia Radding and Chad Bryant, Borderlands in World History,
pp. 11-12; Matthew H. Ellis, ‘Over the Borderline? Rethinking Territoriality at the
Margins of Empire and Nation in the Middle East (Part I)’, History Compass, Vol. 13,
No. 8 (2015), p. 411.
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the image of ontologically distinct scales of analysis, while also appreciating
the roles played by non-state actors in these processes. By embracing border-
lands as a point of departure, this book moves beyond the analytic categories
of the global, regional, national and local and instead highlights the potential
of studying trans-border geographies, circuits and networks to better capture
the ‘lived experience of territoriality’ amidst the populations living in the
borderlands stretching between Turkey, Syria and Iraq.'”

Rethinking State and Border Formation in the Middle East is also informed
by social history. As states attempted to sever smuggling networks, extradite
criminals, keep diseases at bay, or remove the politically undesirable away
from border zones, they gradually turned borders into complex social institu-
tions around which power relations between state agents (border guards, local
administration, soldiers) and borderlanders unfold.'® Rather than focus-
ing on territorial sovereignty, this book examines borderlanders’ practices,
strategies and attitudes towards state authorities and material institutions to
rethink the transition from empires to nation states, while aiming to contrib-
ute to current debates about the place ‘the state” should retain in border and
borderland studies. Rephrasing Pekka Himildinen and Samuel Truett’s criti-
cal assessment of borderlands history, one can argue that instead of merely
asking what borderlanders in the Middle East did when the states struggled
for power in the margins, researchers must ask how the former ‘created the
conditions for borderlands history rather than simply looking at how they
acted within it’.'"”

Finally, Rethinking State and Border Formation in the Middle East is in
conversation with environmental history. In the last few years, scholars have
underlined how histories of disease and pests shed light on the social construc-
tions of the past. Admittedly, it was a series of epidemics and locust infesta-
tions that compelled Turkey, French Syria and British Iraq to further cooperate
and enact common policies on the shared borders by the late 1920s, thereby

contributing to nourishing the fiction of international borders as containers of

195 Matthew H. Ellis, Desert Borderland: The Making of Modern Egypt and Libya (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2018), p. 8.

1% Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakki Oztan, ‘Introduction’, p. 15.

17 Pekka Himiliinen and Samuel Truett, ‘On Borderlands’, p. 352.
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separate national units."” It was these same microbes and insects that favoured
the emergence of transnational networks of experts and the organisation of a
series of global and interstate conferences wherein the sanitary measures to
avoid disease and famine across the region were discussed. Yet, epidemics also
enabled state authorities and nationalist elites to stigmatise certain groups and
lifestyles, thus creating and shoring up existing internal social boundaries.
By the same token, social interpretations of disease and pests helped ‘nation-
alise’ germs and insects, ultimately reaffirming identity boundaries between
the Turks, Syrians and Iraqis. In examining the interactions between modern
practices of territorial governance, environmental crises and discourses on epi-
demics and plagues, Rethinking State and Border Formation in the Middle East
explores how non-human factors also became the driving forces of border-

making and state-formation processes in the Middle East.'”

Organisation of the Book and Sources

As Giovanni Levi points out, the observation of trans-border geographies
cannot lead us to neglect locally grounded narratives, for even in a growing
transnational world, ‘the problem is to identify not only the uniformities but
the specific answer produced in every political state and local situation’.!'* In
that sense, and before presenting the main contents of the chapters included
in this book, a few words seem necessary about their internal organisation as
well as the archival materials that have contributed to my renewed reading of
these contested areas.

Every chapter starts with a story, or a piece of intelligence drawn from reports
elaborated by the authorities serving in the Turkish—Syrian—Iraqi borderlands.
Even though these local events might appear banal or minor on first glance,

the introduction to each chapter makes explicit how these developments had

198 FEor a similar argument on the Ottoman period, see Sabri Ates, ‘Bones of Contention:
Corpse Traffic and Ottoman-Iranian Rivalry in the Nineteenth-century Iraq’, Comparative
Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East, Vol. 30, No. 3 (2010), pp. 512-32.

' See Samuel Dolbee, ‘Borders, Disease, and Territoriality in the Post-Ottoman Middle
East’, in Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Halkki Oztan (eds), Regimes of Mobility, pp. 205-27;
Chris Gratien, 7he Unsettled Plain: An Environmental History of the Late Ottoman Frontier
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2022).

" Giovanni Levi, ‘Frail Frontiers?’, Past and Present, Supplement 14 (2019), p. 48.
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wider socio-political reverberations. Then, I zoom out to provide a broader
historical context about the main themes addressed throughout the book —
violence, displacement, cross-border criminality, contraband and transport,
among others. After that, I zoom in again upon the border zones to examine
how these broader issues played out in the Turkish—Syrian—Iraqi borderlands by
highlighting borderlanders’ agency and interactions with the relevant ‘centre’
and/or other international actors. Finally, all chapters end with a thematic con-
clusion that also serves as a transition to the next. In other words, by observing
different issues revolving around the border zones, the selected initial stories
seek to showcase how locally lived experiences of territoriality became
‘globalized in their patterns and impacts, and thus provide for a conversation
across border research site’.'"!

Bringing the ‘lived experiences of territoriality’ amid borderlanders as well
as trans-border dynamics to the fore through the lenses of official records
presents, however, both methodological and epistemological challenges. It
requires a careful reading of these sources, which are marked by official — state
and imperial — views and priorities, and thus frequently leave aside border-
landers’ perspectives and concerns.'? Despite this potential trap, which, by
the way, presents a danger for any historian, the breadth and depth of this
documentation is rich enough, I argue, to offer new conceptual approaches
to the history of the rise of the nation state in the Middle East, provided
that scholars undertake, whenever possible, a double move: cross-checking
and comparing official reports on the same topics picked up by different
state and Mandate authorities on the one hand, and prioritising instances in
which borderlanders contact state and border authorities in the first place, on
the other. This does not mean, of course, that borderlanders’ demands and
voices are more important than states’ views or concerns; rather, it is a call to
acknowledge their value as historical sources that, even more importantly, can
help us to better grasp how state-formation processes have been simultane-

ously adopted and re-shaped from below.

" Victor Konrad, ‘New Directions at the Post-Globalization Border’, Journal of Borderlands
Studies, Vol. 36, No. 5 (2021), pp. 713-43 (here p. 722).
12 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance’, Archival Science, Vol. 2,

No. 1-2 (2002), pp. 87-109.
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A final word on the sources analysed in this book: the reader will notice
the overwhelming use of ‘colonial sources’, that is, French and British reports.
There are two main reasons for this. On the one hand, French and British
officers served at the border posts and peripheries of the Syrian and Iragi
states, because Mandate authorities were charged with the mission of ‘pro-
tecting’ the international borders of these two countries; they thus produced
most of the relevant paperwork in the borderlands. On the other hand, the
present security situation in Syria and Iraq prevents scholars from conduct-
ing thorough archival research in those countries for the time being. As
for Turkey, even though I tried to use Turkish sources as much as possible
throughout the chapters to balance Western views, anyone who has done
research at the republican archives will agree that most files held in Ankara on
Eastern Anatolia and border relations with neighbours are disappointing, for
the ‘decisions’ that are accessible are devoid, in general, of the related back-
ground reports, correspondence and memos. This overall awkward situation
has been partly compensated by relying on a wide variety of other primary
sources — memoirs, diaries, travelogues, newspaper articles, private archival
collections — and referring whenever possible to the original Turkish files that
have been kept, in particular, at the French archives in Nantes. Furthermore,
although most of the archival data presented and analysed in this book has
been accessible to scholars for a while — with the exception of the Second
World War period — it is hoped that the borderland perspective provides a
new and refreshing reading of these sources.

The book is organised around seven thematic chapters. Chapter 1, ‘Networks
of Violence in the Shatterzones of the Post-Ottoman Middle East’, examines the
simultaneous and tumultuous delimitations of the Syrian—Turkish and Iraqi—
Turkish borders between 1918 and 1925. Traditionally, however, these two
border-drawing processes have been discussed in completely different sets of
literature with narrow national focuses. In addition, they have been analysed
from a top-down approach — namely, by favouring negotiations between states,
including international organisations such as the League of Nations. By trac-
ing the strategies and tactics of the most important local tribes, the chapter
illustrates how borderlanders played a significant role in the actual resolution
of these frontier disputes. Even though boundary agreements were the result of

diplomatic discussions in distant places such as London, Paris and Geneva, the
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chapter showcases that the process through which Turkey, France and Great
Britain came to abide by the new international borders cannot be fully appre-
hended without taking into account the interactions between local players and
a variety of both state and non-state actors.

Chapter 2, ‘Refugees, Borders and Identity Boundaries’, argues that politi-
cal negotiations are not the only tools states have used to create new realities on
the ground. Peace agreements and diplomatic talks about boundary delimita-
tion historically worked hand in hand with the emergence of another urgent
international problem — i.e., the flood of refugees that originated from the
sites of collapsing empires and massacres. Against this backdrop, the League
of Nations responded by establishing a refugee regime where standardised
paperwork and procedures were introduced, complete with a range of
relief programmes designed to accommodate the displaced. Yet, while the
League of Nations perceived refugeedom as an opportunity to minimise the
prospects of ethno-religious conflict, state authorities exploited the refu-
gee issue as a means of consolidating their colonial and national projects.
Creating refugees and/or welcoming them — very often in the border zones —
was a mutually constitutive process that reproduced discourses of govern-
mentality and justified the modern territorial state, while redefining both
the physical and metaphorical limits of belonging. The chapter thus explores
the relationship between modern notions of territorial sovereignty, ethno-
religious boundaries and refugeedom. Finally, it also scrutinises the extent
to which refugees in these borderlands tapped into the League of Nations’
jargon in advancing their own interests.

Chapters 3 and 4, ‘Cross-border Infringements: Smugglers, Criminals
and Fugitives’ and ‘Interstate Cooperation Against Diseases and Plagues and
its Limits’, examine how despite ongoing tensions between Turkey, France
and Great Britain, interstate cooperation to deal with common challenges,
such as cross-border mobility and the spread of epidemics and pests, has led
to a standardisation of practices that aim at making the boundary a physical
reality — border gates, posts, pillars — favouring the exchange of information,
introducing common paperwork and facilitating the extradition of fugitive
outlaws. Notwithstanding this, Chapter 3 emphasises that, because of the lack
of human and material resources, borderland governance had to be accom-

panied by informal and extra-legal arrangements — a common practice which
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exposes the legacies of the imperial legal orders as well as the hybridisation
of different legal traditions that prevailed in the new-born states throughout
the interwar period.

In the same vein, Chapter 4 examines how political concerns have differed
regarding diseases. For one, French and British authorities were less concerned
with providing health care to Syrians and Iraqis than with the negative effects
that the spread of diseases and infestations could have on their economic
enterprises, regionally and globally. In contrast, the ‘total war against diseases
and pests enabled Turkish officials to strengthen the representation of Turkey’s
southern border as a gateway for ‘foreign invaders’ and enemies. Hence, social
interpretations of diseases and locust infestations helped enact the principle of
territoriality in Turkish border zones. Finally, both chapters explore the extent
to which borderlanders resisted against and adapted to inter-state cooperation
aiming at controlling human and non-human mobility.

Chapter 5, ‘Railroads, Uneven Mobilities and Frail States’, suggests that
a view from the borderlands also helps problematise the linear, and some-
times celebratory terms by which globalisation in the modern Middle East
has been presented. While it has become a truism that railway infrastructure
development is a fundamental project of both nation-state making and global
connectedness, it is less widely acknowledged that the impact of roads and
railways are both ‘heightened and complicated in borderland regions’."” In
that sense, the tumultuous completion of the Baghdad Railway in 1940 — a
transport project initiated in the late Ottoman period, interrupted during
the First World War, and thought to accelerate the speed of movement and
increase the economic relations between Europe and the Middle East — is a
case in point. The chapter thus explores the factors that either favoured or
prevented the completion of a long-awaited transport project. It also analyses
how and to what extent the Baghdad Railway increased the connectedness
across these borderlands, thereby re-creating economic and social links that
pre-dated the newly-established borders in the region.

' Galen Murton, ‘Nobody Stops and Stays Anymore: Motor roads, Uneven Mobilities, and
Conceptualizing Borderland Modernity in Highland Nepal’, in Alexander Horstmann,
Martin Saxer, and Alessandro Rippa (eds), Routledge Handbook of Asian Borderlands
(London and New York: Routledge, 2018), pp. 315-24 (here p. 318).



34 | RETHINKING STATE AND BORDER FORMATION

Chapters 6 and 7 address the ambivalent impacts — re-bordering and de-
bordering processes — of the Second World War upon Middle Eastern borders.
By analysing the diplomatic correspondence exchanged between Turkey and
Great Britain, Chapter 6, ‘Irredentism in a Context of Global Uncertainty’,
examines Ankara’s attempts to obtain territorial gains at the post-war negoti-
ating table. Irredentism, however, did not emerge solely among states in the
region. The chapter then turns its attention to irredentist claims advanced
by secessionist movements — i.e. Armenian and Kurdish committees — who
proved to be extremely active across the region and beyond.

Chapter 7, ‘De-bordering and Re-bordering Middle Eastern States’,
observes the efforts deployed by the Middle East Supply Centre (MESC) to
boost wheat and meat production — i.e. the import of tractors, water pumps,
anti-locust campaigns and veterinary control — within the context of the
Second World War, marked by important shortages of food supplies. As a
result, MESC’s policies contributed to fostering regional connectivity and
dependency, whilst protecting Middle Eastern borders from the Axis’ eco-
nomic influence with some nevertheless unexpected outcomes; namely,
that borders and border dwellers regained a political, social and economic
centrality that has been by and large overlooked by scholarship on the
Second World War. In addition, the chapter discusses the emergence of
informal rules, networks and regimes in order to compensate for the shortage
of basic foodstuffs during the war.

Given that each chapter ends with its own thematic conclusion, the final
‘Conclusion’, while first connecting the past and present developments in
the Turkish—Syrian—Iraqi borderlands, provides an assessment of the broader
questions the monograph raises on territoriality, borders, trans-border mobil-
ity, borderlanders’ agency and state formation. It also delineates the outlines
of a synthetic analytical framework and innovative methodology that allows
for a more holistic, yet finely grained understanding of the formation of the
territorial state in the interwar Middle East.



1

NETWORKS OF VIOLENCE IN THE
SHATTERZONES OF THE POST-OTTOMAN
MIDDLE EAST

n March 1919, several letters originating from the Committee of Union
Iand Progress (CUP) branch of Jazirat ibn Umar — considered by the
British as a hub for “Turkish propaganda’ in Eastern Anatolia — were funnelled
to the Turkish-Iragi armistice line area urging the expulsion of ‘foreigners’
(the British) while asking local tribes to support the Ottoman government.'
The actual instruments of anti-British propaganda were the Goyan, a Kurdish
tribe situated for the most part just outside British administrative area, to the
north of Zakho. In return, the British established an intelligence centre around
this small town to gather information about the ‘enemy’ and sent pro-British
agents to spread propaganda within the Turkish territory.”

Propaganda quickly gave way to widespread violence. Between 1919 and
1921, British authorities detected anti-Christian massacres in the Goyan
country, because the local Nestorians and Assyrian Levies had come to be

seen as the allies of ‘foreign-infidels’.’ Encouraged by Turkish agents in the

' TNA, FO 371/7782. Iraq Intelligence report, Colonial Office, 5 December 1922. For a
detailed account on the role of main Eastern cities and towns within the ‘National move-
ment liberation’ see Oktay Bozan, Milli Miicadele Dineminde Diyarbak:r, 1918—23 (Konya:
Cizgi Kitabevi, 2016), pp. 255-312.

Enes Demir, Yeni Belgeler [siginda. Vazgecilmeyen Topraklar Misak-1 Milli (Istanbul: Post,
2017), pp. 344-60.

> TNA, FO 608/95. Telegram, Political Officer, Baghdad, to Foreign Office, 7 April 1919.
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area, the Christian villages of the Amadiya district were systematically raided
by Kurdish tribal groups. Even though the loss of life was small, crops and
sheep were subject to theft and destruction. In return, British aeroplanes
bombed the rebellious tribes, including unarmed residents of the villages and
towns." Despite the end of anti-Christian attacks by early 1922, the British
authorities considered that frequent air raids against frontier tribes were a
necessary policy to obtain a ‘marked effect’ on the Kurds — that is, to hamper
any attempt on the part of the Turks to open direct communication between
Rowanduz (northern Iraq) and Jazirat ibn Umar (Turkey).’

Further west, diverse Arab and Kurdish tribes fought the French troops
along the provisional armistice line between Turkey and Syria in the name
of Islam and Ottoman solidarity. As Mustafa Kemal and other ex-Ottoman
officers obtained a series of significant military victories in the Caucasus,
French Cilicia, Antep, Maras and Urfa provinces, the resistance movement
made its territorial ambitions clear through what was called the ‘National
Pact’, which laid claim over Mosul Province as well as northern Syria,
including Alexandretta and Aleppo.® The pact of January 1920 rejected any
division of territories populated by those Ottoman Muslims who were alleg-
edly united in religion, culture, and aim and, consequently, served as basis
for cooperation between different anti-colonial fronts in which borderlanders
played a relevant, albeit sometimes contradictory, role.

This chapter thus examines the unofficial war that developed along the pro-
visional frontiers between Turkey, Syria and Iraq between 1918 and 1925.” For

# TNA, AIR 5/202. Appendix III to Major General Fraser’s Report on British Forces in Iraq,
8 April-30 September 1922.

See Jafna L. Cox, ‘A Splendid Training Ground: The Importance of the Royal Air Force in
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one, although the First World War formally ended on 11 November 1918, it
left behind several zones of post-war violence, as the collapse of empires — from
the Balkans to the Caucasus and the Middle East — created spaces without
order or a definite state authority.® Admittedly, violence in the former imperial
borderlands could hardly be considered a new phenomenon. In the eastern
margins of the Ottoman Empire, as many historians have shown, a geography
of endemic violence had emerged at least since the nineteenth century when
the Sublime Porte managed to dismantle the diverse semi-autonomous Kurdish
emirates. The end of these polities brought about the replacement of traditional
ruling families by tribal chieftains and religious leaders who nevertheless sealed
alliances with the Ottoman state in exchange for certain social and economic
privileges.” As a result, however, theft of flocks, robbery and vendettas became
part of daily life on the eastern fringes of the Empire.

Yet, while this violence was largely ‘linked to social structures in which tribal
affiliation and clans were important’ and connected to a fierce competition for

resources between sedentary agriculturalists and nomadic pastoralists,'® from the

areas, see Ahmet H. Saral, Tiirk Itiklal Harbi cilt IV: Giiney Cepbhesi: ]ngz'liz ve Fransizlarin
Giiney-Dogu Anadol’yu isgal ermeleri Milli Miicadele hareketleri, bu bélgede yapilan mubare-
beler ve Revandiz Harekat: (Ankara: Genelkurmay Bagkanligi Harp Tarihi Dairesi, 1966).
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late nineteenth century onwards killings and plundering became increasingly
coloured by political factors. Nationalism, Islamism and socialism — at times
intermingled — were the main ideological strands that came to interplay with old
conflicts in the later stages of the Ottoman and Qajar empires."" Unsurprisingly,
the Great War expanded the room for manoeuvre for ‘transgressive actors’* —
bandits, revolutionaries and rogues — within the context of generalised violence
across the region.” Critically, insecurity in the borderlands of the disintegrat-
ing Ottoman Empire persisted after the armistice, as France and Britain strove
to impose their colonial presence in the Middle East, under a new form — the
mandate system under the aegis of the League of Nations."* While an increas-
ing number of historians have studied these episodes of low-intensity warfare in
non-European theatres in order to examine the Great War ‘within a frame that
is both longer (temporally) and wider (spatially)’ than generally admitted,” the
former are also important for other interrelated reasons.

First, most of these ‘shatterzones'® would form the international bor-

ders of the newly-established states in the Middle East. Hence, the pervasive

" Houri Berberian, Roving Revolutionaries: Armenians and the Connected Revolutions in the
Russian, Iranian, and Ottoman Worlds (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2019).
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1908-22 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); Yigit Akin, When the War Came Home:
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Press, 2018).
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violence in these zones is key to our understanding of both the conditions
and the processes through which new expressions of nationalism,'” new states,
notions of ‘territoriality’ and indeed new borderlands emerged in the early
1920s." In the Middle East, as elsewhere, ‘the main episodes of boundary for-
mation . . . followed major wars and the breakdown of empires’."” Yet, while
scholars such as Charles Tilly highlight the coercive face of the state in this pro-
cess,”’ many of the actors involved in armed struggle in the borderlands of the
former Ottoman Empire could hardly be considered szaze actors. Taking advan-
tage of a power vacuum, colonial powers, quasi-states (Turkish agents acting on
behalf the Ankara government since 1920) and non-state actors interacted at
times through violence, at other times through volatile alliances thereby playing
a formative role in the emergence of the modern Middle East.”

Second, observing the endemic violence in the old and new border zones
in the Middle Eastern region allows us to call attention to continuities

between the Ottoman and post-Ottoman eras. As in the late nineteenth and

' Erik J. Ziircher, The Unionist Factor: The Role of the Committee of Union and Progress in the
Turkish National Movement, 1905-26 (Leiden: Brill, 1984); Ryan Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores:
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early twentieth centuries, armed struggle and revolts around the armistice line
were conducted by a conglomerate of diverse — local-yet-connected — actors
such as ex-Ottoman officers, tribal chieftains and irregular bands. Critically,
anti-colonial resistance did not take place in isolation; rather, these different
sites formed part of a broader struggle that nonetheless harboured diverse
discourses and influences. In that regard, the borderland stretching between
south-eastern Anatolia, the Syrian Upper Jazira and the northern margins of
the former Mosul Vilayet was a case in point. Here, much as in other shat-
terzones, anti-colonial warfare and discourses on self-determination reacti-
vated old conflicts — in particular tribal struggles for power, tax collection and
related land issues,” as well as the dynamics of violence and revenge between
Nestorian and Kurdish tribes.”

Finally, the new international visions of territoriality ‘were subverted by
indigenous actors who populated it with local notions, creating a hybrid
political order.’* Thus, throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Western notions,
such as the sovereign state having a defined territory, mingled with Islamic

22 Under the 1858 Ottoman Land Law, the usufructs of state lands were granted sometimes
to the peasants, though more often to the tribal chieftains, city merchants and notables, for
an appropriate fee. On the eastern margins of the Empire, the destruction of the Kurdish
emirates allowed big landowners (aghas), local chieftains, and religious families (shaykhs)
to increase their land properties at the expense of Christian peasants. In addition, Kurdish
and Nestorian tribes entered in conflict over land use in the Hakkari region. See Gékhan
Cetinsaya, ‘Challenges of a Frontier Region: The Case of Ottoman Iraq in the Nineteenth
Century’, in A. C. S. Peacock (ed.), The Frontiers of the Ottoman World (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009), pp. 271-87. See also Nadir Ozbek, “The Politics of Taxation and
the “Armenian Question” during the Late Ottoman Empire, 1876-1908’, Comparative
Studies in Society and History, Vol. 54, No. 4 (2012), pp. 770-97.

? On the Armenian genocide, see Donald Bloxham, 7he Great Game of Genocide: Imperialism,
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University Press, 2005); Ronald Grigor Suny, “7hey Can Live in the Desert but Nowhere Else:
A History of the Armenian Genocide (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015). On
Kurdish—Nestorian tensions, see Sema Yasar Barag, ‘Nestorians, Kurds, and the State: The
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legal principles of territoriality, together with local models based on relational
power around the so-called paramount leaders — tribal and religious chieftains —
rather than on a strict territorial control. Consequently, from north-western
Syria to the Ottoman—Persian border, diverse paramount shaykhs attempted
to create new polities that reflected the emerging hybrid political order, half-
way between traditional tribal chiefdoms and semi-autonomous polities.
Although these statelets were short-lived, some of these experiences laid the
foundations for nascent territorial nationalisms inspired by the increasingly

hegemonic notions of statechood promoted by the new international system.

Challenging Post-War Settlements

With the Armistice of Mudros on 30 October 1918, most of the Arab prov-
inces of the Ottoman Empire were placed under the control of the British
army. In Iraq, the British introduced first a military government and then a
civil administration. In Syria, the establishment of an Arab administration
supported by a proto-Arab army led by Sharifian officers who had joined
the Arab revolt during the Great War did not meet any British resistance.
In parallel, British and French forces occupied Constantinople, while Greek
and Italian forces landed on the Aegean coast.”> Under such conditions, the
sultan’s government agreed to all post-armistice peace settlements.

Critically, the mandates for Syria and Lebanon were awarded to France,
while that of Iraq was conferred to Great Britain at the San Remo Conference
of 25 April 1920. In addition, the Treaty of Sévres, signed on 10 August 1920,
adopted the Wilsonian programme — including the right of self-determination
for non-Turkish ‘nationalities’ under the Ottoman rule — to the Allied forces
advantage, thereby projecting the formation in Eastern Anatolia of both an
Armenian and a Kurdish state (Article 62). Further, the Kurdish districts of
Mosul Vilayet were to be permitted to join this autonomous state, if they
wished to do so upon a series of conditions (Article 64).”° Yet, by the time the

Treaty of Sevres was signed, multiple signs indicated that the implementation

» On the Allied management of occupied Constantinople, see Daniel-Joseph MacArthur-
Seal, ‘Resurrecting Legal Extraterritoriality in Occupied Istanbul, 1918-23", Middle Eastern
Studies, Vol. 54, No. 5 (2018), pp. 769-87.
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ment by Command of His Majesty.
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of these international agreements was to be more complex than British and
French officials had expected.

Indeed, the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) leaders had man-
aged to flee the Ottoman capital to exile in Germany to avoid a martial trial
on crimes committed during the Great War, in particular the Armenian
genocide. However, before their departure, Talat Pasha — the former Grand
Vizir — held secret meetings with lower ranks of the Committee to organise
the CUP’s underground and paramilitary branches, endowed with the mis-
sion of fighting against the conditions of the armistice.” Subsequently,
local CUP branches established diverse Defence of National Right Societies
(Miiddfaa-i Hukuk Cemiyetleri) across Anatolia. Meanwhile, Enver Pasha —
former Minister of War — enjoined his followers in the army to keep alive the
Ieskilat-1 Mahsusa’s paramilitary and propaganda activities against the Allies
throughout the Muslim world, particularly in North Africa, the Caucasus
and Central Asia.”® Indeed, paramilitary activities found a fertile ground in
Anatolia, especially in the regions where ethno-religious conflicts had arisen
in earlier stages. Thus, following the French occupation of Cilicia, paramili-
tary operations targeted the remaining Armenian population in this area. In
Western Anatolia, CUP-associated local guerrillas launched attacks against
the Greek population, t0o.”

Taken together, these initiatives were thought to lay the foundations for an
underground power that would eventually emerge as a legitimate one after the
foreign occupation had been overcome. Yet, while at first the CUP’s leader-
ship played a crucial role in organising the resistance movement, its momen-
tum was ephemeral. Due to the organisational autonomy of the diverse CUP
underground branches, autonomous local and key military commanders of
the Ottoman army, such as Mustafa Kemal, Rauf Pasha, Kazim Karabekir and
Ali Fuad Pasha, slowly took over the direction of the ‘National Struggle’ (Milli

7 For a comprehensive and critical biography of Talat Pasha, see Hans-Lukas Kieser, Zzlaat
Pasha: Father of Modern Turkey, Architect of Genocide (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2018).
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Miicadele) or the “War of Independence’ (Istiklal Harbi or Kurtulus Sava),
thereby defying Talat and Enver Pasha’s leadership.”

Reinvigorated by a series of military victories in the Caucasus and south-
eastern Anatolia, the resistance movement made its territorial ambitions
clear through a series of documents. Thus, the Amasya Protocol of July
1919 vowed to fight to secure the ‘integrity of the Ottoman fatherland, the
assurance of our nation’s independence, and the inviolability of the sultan-
ate and caliphate’.” Seemingly, the congress held at Erzurum between July
and August 1919 rejected all post-war settlements signed by the Sultan and
vetoed granting any special rights to Christian minorities, specifically the
Greeks and Armenians. A month later, at the Sivas Congress, delegates of the
resistance movement discussed effective strategies for securing the unity and
integrity of the fatherland — including the choice between a potential inter-
national mandate over Turkey and full independence. After the delegates of
the Fastern committees chose the latter option, the definition of the nation
and its borders became more pressing.

On 28 January 1920, the Ottoman Parliament echoed the deliberations
made at the Sivas and Erzurum congresses, thereby taking a set of decisions
concerning Turkey’s independence and its territorial boundaries in what was
to be known as the Misak-1 Milli or National Pact. Specifically, the pact’s first
article refers to the ceasefire line of 30 October 1918 as a potential border,

but continues by claiming that

all the territories, whether inside or outside this ceasefire line, which are inhab-
ited by a majority of Ottoman Muslims united in religion, culture, and aim,
(and) filled with a feeling of mutual respect and solidarity constitute a de facto

and de jure whole whose division is unacceptable for any reason.”
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In parallel, however, the National Pact acknowledged the right of self-
determination for the peoples inhabiting Western Thrace and the Arab-
majority provinces in present Syria and Iraq.

At the new parliament, the Grand National Assembly (Biyik Miller
Meclisi), formed on 23 April 1920, Mustafa Kemal addressed this issue
again — the eastern border included the districts of Kars, Ardahan and
Batum, while the western border passed through Edirne. Southwards, the
border started from the south of Iskenderun, thereby constituting a line
towards Aleppo, Katima and Jarablus up to the eastern part of the province
of Mosul, including the surroundings of Kirkuk and Sulaimaniya.”

The extent to which Turkey’s ‘national borders’ (hudud-1 milliye or milli
hudut) were inviolable and non-negotiable still remains a bone of contention.
Turkish historiography tends to depict Turkish nationalism in the early 1920s
as above all territorial in nature, free of irredentist ambitions, while reifying
the indivisibility of the Turkish state and its nation and the irreversibility of
its borders.” Contrary to these accounts, Alexander E. Balistreri argues that
the borders envisioned by the National Pact were ‘both pragmatic and open to
change’. Thus, Turkey’s borders could be subject to change throughout history
and determined by Turkish national leadership, depending on the context and
opportunities.” In that regard, he quotes Mustafa Kemal in a discourse in the
parliament in 1921: “What is our national border? . .. Our national border
is that national border which enables us to live happily and independently,
and whichever border we can draw to best optimise our interests will be our

national border. [There is] after all [no] clearly delineated boundary’.*
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There was thus a contradiction between the commitment of the leaders
of the rebellious government in Ankara vowing to defend all Ottoman ter-
ritory outside the ceasefire line, and the promise to allow populations living
in such territories to decide their political future through a plebiscite. Such
contradictions and ambiguities that reflected the fragile compromise between
‘pragmatic’ and ‘utopian’ nationalist factions unfolded even more dramati-
cally as the resistance movement grew regionally. Crucially, when the Syrian
mandate was attributed to France on 25 April 1920, relations between differ-
ent Arab armed bands and the Ankara leadership were reinvigorated in order
to weaken French military presence in the Aleppo area. However, when these
organisations and their contentious activities forced the French to overstretch
their military presence in the region,” the irregular forces operating in the
southern front campaign (Giiney Cephesi) soon lost their utility as Ankara
neared a victory vis-a-vis the Greeks in western Anatolia. Hence, when the
potential of a diplomatic settlement appeared on the horizon, Mustafa Kemal
opted to sever his links with the armed groups active in north-western Syria
that he had formerly supported.”

On 20 October 1921, Turkey and France signed the Ankara Agreement,
also known as the Franklin-Bouillon Agreement, which allowed for the end
of the armed conflict between the two countries and the settlement of a
provisional frontier. In particular, the agreement defined the frontier line
as starting at a point south of Payas, Meydan Ekbez, and then passing east-
wards to join the Baghdad Railway at the station of Cobanbey. From there
the line would follow the railway, ‘of which the track as far as Nusaybin

will remain on Turkish territory; thence it will follow the old road between

%7 Cosima Flateau, ‘La sortie de guerre de 'Empire ottoman: Grande Guerre, guerre nationale,
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Sunnis; some Alawi communities in today’s Syria also fought alongside the Kemalist forces.
See Stefan Winter, A History of the Alawis: From Medieval Aleppo to the Turkish Republic
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2016), pp. 9, 219, and pp. 247-9.



4.6 | RETHINKING STATE AND BORDER FORMATION

Nusaybin and Jazirat ibn Umar’ (Art. 8). The same article set up the condi-
tions for the precise delimitation of the boundary ‘within a period of one
month from the signature of the present agreement’. Although the establish-
ment of the mixed commission comprising delegates of the two parties did
not materialise until September 1925, the Ankara Agreement meant both
the de facto French recognition of the ‘new’ Turkey and the growing politi-
cal isolation of Britain, which was increasingly challenged by the Kemalist
activities in the Mosul Vilayet.

Indeed, as negotiations with France progressed, all eyes turned towards
the so-called ‘Mosul Affair’. Mustafa Kemal, for instance, stated at Grand
National Assembly that Turkey would never compromise over the issue of the
Mosul Vilayet.” Diverse deputies were even more vocal on this issue, high-
lighting that Mosul Province was a part of the motherland, while encourag-
ing the new Turkish authorities to follow the principles of the National Pact:
‘Raise our flag on the frontier of Mosul, and put it like bayonets on the British
flag and into their throat!*’ Tension in the Grand National Assembly rose to
the point where moderate deputies were side-lined after the resignation in
June 1921 of Foreign Minister Bakir Sami, who was deemed favourable to the
settlement of the ‘Mosul Affair’ through diplomatic negotiations. In addition,
Mustafa Kemal and his followers were actively seeking to destabilise the region
by encouraging anti-British unrest in Mesopotamia.*' Such developments and
manoeuvres, combined with mounting concerns over the financial costs of the
Mandate led British officials in London to agree with the High Commissioner
in Baghdad, who argued that stability could only be achieved through the
inclusion of Kurdish districts in Iraq.

This was in line with the British policy that was largely spelled out at the

Cairo Conference in March 1921. The main object of the conference was
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‘to maintain firm British control as cheaply as possible’.” In that sense, the
Royal Air Force was to play a central role in the maintenance of order in
Iraq.” Besides, Faysal’s candidature to the kingdom of Iraq, together with
the fate of the Kurdish-majority districts were also widely discussed.** In the
face of the Turkish threat and in order to secure Iraq’s frontier against Turkish
claims over Mosul Vilayet, some concrete — albeit contradictory — measures
were implemented. On the one hand, in a rather ‘opportunistic manner’,”
the British fostered Kurdish nationalism in northern Iraq in order to counter
Turkey’s pan-Islamic appeals to the Kurdish population. On the other hand,
however, the British government attempted to reconcile the aspirations of
Kurdish nationalists with the objectives of British policy in Iraq: the consoli-
dation of King Faysal’s government in Baghdad and the maintenance of the
territorial integrity of Iraq so that it would become a viable state.

The second step was taken at the Lausanne Peace Conference, which began
on 20 November 1922. While the new treaty negotiated in Lausanne annulled
that of Sévres, the former left the future status of Mosul Vilayet open for nego-
tiation between Turkey and Britain. It was clear from the onset, however, that
Turkish and British positions were irreconcilable. The Turkish view on Mosul

Vilayet advanced several ethnic, economic and legal arguments:

a) Turks and Kurds — racially inseparable — were a majority in the province;

b) local populations had been economically oriented towards Anatolia for
centuries;

c) the occupation of the Vilayet after the armistice was illegal; and

d) the inhabitants of the province wanted to live with their peers in Anatolia.
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Columbia University Press, 2003).

“ For an account on the opposing British views expressed in Cairo, see Saad Eskander,
‘Southern Kurdistan under Britain’s Mesopotamian Mandate: From Separation to Incorpo-
ration, 1920-3’, Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 37, No. 2 (2001), pp. 153-6.

® Liora Lukitz, A Quest in the Middle East: Gertrude Bell and the Making of Modern Iraq
(London: I. B. Tauris, 2006), p. 174.

% Othman Ali, “The Career of Ozdemir’, p- 966.
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The British position claimed quite the contrary:

a) the Kurds were racially different from the Turks;¥

b) most local trade was with the rest of Iraq;

) legally, the British government had been entrusted with the mandate over
Iraq by the League of Nations;

d) frequent Kurdish revolts first against the Sultan and then against the

Ankara government — in particular, the Koggiri revolt in Dersim area —
contradicted Turkish claims on Turkish-Kurdish brotherhood.*®

Against this backdrop on 4 February 1923, Turkey and the Allied representa-
tives in Lausanne agreed to temporarily exclude the ‘Mosul Affair’ from the
conference agenda. Notwithstanding incompatible views on Mosul, different
factors helped to unwind relations between Turkey and Britain. Firstly, the
electoral victory of the Conservative Prime Minister Andrew Bonar Law in
November 1922 opened the door to an appeasement of Turkey, particularly
as Britain began to show signs of abandoning its previous pro-Greek policies
and limiting its support to Assyrian and Kurdish claims in northern Iraq. In
return for these concessions, Turkey joined the League of Nations and by
doing so helped Britain and France to further isolate Bolshevik Russia with
whom Turkey had constructed a working relationship in the early 1920s.
The second factor that eased the tensions between Turkey and Britain was
the conviction of the Turkish delegate Ismet Pasha that the British would
do everything in their power to avoid an open war against Turkey, because
Britain’s main concern in Iraq was oil, not the implementation of the Treaty

7 Although Turkey and Britain exploited statistical data relating to Mosul’s population in the
absence of a plebiscite to determine the wishes of the vilayet’s population, Great Britain’s
Mandate in Iraq allowed the British representatives a pervasive use of updated statistical
data on Mosul’s population — ethnicity, distribution and religion — to support ‘scientifically’
its political and military interests throughout the negotiations between 1922 and 1925.
Fuat Diindar, ‘StatisQuo: British Use of Statistics in the Iraqi Kurdish question, 1919-32’,
Crown Paper (Brandeis University), No. 7 (2012), pp. 1-63.

® Lausanne Conference on Near Eastern Affairs, 1922-3: Records of Proceedings and Draft Terms
of Peace (London: HMSO, 1923), pp. 262—4 and 3667, 369-70.
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of Sévres.”” This is a view shared by the historian Peter Sluglett, who argues
that although the British had advanced security concerns to justify the estab-
lishment of a strategic frontier in the mountainous areas between Turkey and
Iraq, British and Iraqi priorities over Mosul Vilayet were determined by ‘the
desire to ensure that the oilfields remained on the Iraqi side of the de facto
frontier, and secondly to maintain the integrity of the Iraqi state as British
and Iraqi politicians envisaged it in the 1920s’.”’

Notwithstanding this, Ankara renewed anti-British propaganda efforts in
the Rowanduz area,” while Turkish deputies in the Grand National Assembly
pressed Mustafa Kemal to ‘regain’ Mosul Vilayet.”” Against this background,
Mustafa Kemal asked the Turkish Assembly to make a choice between war
and the postponement of the Mosul question. In a conciliatory move, he
explained that ‘the postponement of this issue did not necessarily mean aban-
doning the Mosul Vilayet, but perhaps only deferring it until Turkey was in
a stronger position’.”’

As a matter of fact, by May 1924 the negotiations had proved to be unsuc-
cessful. Subsequently, Turkey and Great Britain agreed to send the dispute to
the League of Nations, thereby implicitly acknowledging that the strategies
carried out by both sides since 1919 had resulted in a deadlock. The issue
started to be discussed in Geneva on 20 September 1924, where the debates
focused only on the demarcation of the Turkish—Iraqi border, the so-called
‘Brussels Line’.”*

# Bilal Simgsit, Lozan Telgraflar: I (Ankara: Artatiirk Kiltiir Dil ve Tarih Yiiksek Kurumu,
1990). No. 25, 40, 59, 25-30 November 1922. Ismet Pasha to Rauf Bey. For a general
description of the views and perception of the conference amid the Turkish representatives
and journalists, see Mustafa Ozyiirek, Aksam Gazetesi Basyazarr Necmeddin Sadik Beyin
Lozan Mektuplar: (Ankara: Gece Akademi, 2019).

% Peter Sluglett, Britain in Iragq, p. 76.

5! Murat Giiztoklusu, Elcezire ve Ozdemir Harekat: (Istanbul: Umit Yayinlari, 2006), pp. 148-9.

2 TBMMZC, Cilt 3, 23 March 1923, p. 163.

% Sevtap Demirci, “Turco-British diplomatic manoeuvres on the Mosul Question in the
Lausanne Conference, 1922-3’, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 3, No. 1
(2010), pp. 57-71 (here p. 64).

% TNA, FO/371/10826. ‘Minutes of the Third Meeting of the League of Nations Council’.
31st session, 29 October 1924, p. 1.
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In this context, Britain encouraged France to advance the position of its
military posts on the eastern limits of the future Turkish—Syrian border; that
is, in the ‘Duck’s Bill’. The reason was that Britain feared that Ankara could
use the Upper Jazira as a second front against its troops deployed in Mosul
Province in the event of an open conflict between Turkey and Britain.” In
turn, the French were also interested in consolidating their presence in this
tri-border area for three reasons. First, France had anticipated the establish-
ment of agricultural colonies in the Upper Jazira to boost the Syrian economy
and thus decrease the financial burden that the Mandates involved. Beyond
these economic considerations, France aimed to control a strategic zone that
could ensure various means of communication with the Mosul Vilayet, and
further east with Persia. Finally, some French officers considered it of strategic
military importance to maintain a position close to the Kurdish districts of
Iraq, a region going through a very volatile period.*

As a result of French interference, the Turkish government complained of
incessant trans-border raids on Turkish villages and patrols, carried out partly
by tribesmen from the Syrian side, but partly also by irregular bands, which
the French had allegedly fomented.” In turn, however, the French accused
the Turkish government of doing exactly the same on the Syrian side of the
still-provisional boundary line. Even more worrisome, pending the League of
Nation’s decision on the ‘Mosul Affair’, French Intelligence Services reported
a series of meetings reuniting Turkish officers with tribal chieftains in diverse
southern Anatolian towns, wherein a potential war against France and the sub-
sequent annexation of Northern Syria and Mosul Province were discussed.”

Rumours of a potential Turkish intervention in the Mosul Vilayet were
also detected by the British, who discussed preparing against this eventuality:

air action, bringing reinforcements from India and enrolling Kurdish tribes

> CADN, 1SL/1/V/549. ‘Incidents on the Syrian—Turkish Frontier’. The French High Com-
missioner (Beirut) to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Paris). Beirut, 28 April 1927, p. 5.

> David McDowall, A Modern History of the Kurds (London, 1. B. Tauris, 1996), pp. 151-71.

% Yiicel Giiglii, “The Controversy over the Delimitation of the Turco-Syrian Frontier in
the Period between the Two World Wars', Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 42, No. 4 (2006),
pp. 641-57 (here p. 645).

%% SHAT, 4H 91. Service de Renseignements. Bulletin No. 289. Aleppo, 10 December 1925.
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in Iraqi and Turkish territories to attack the Turkish lines of communications
in the rear. Ultimately, a Defence Committee was established to ponder all
possible actions against Turkey, should it reject a contrary decision taken in
Geneva regarding the Turco-Iraqi frontier.” As expected by sceptical depu-
ties in Ankara and the Turkish press,” the League eventually ceded Mosul
Vilayet to Mandate Iraq in December 1925, a decision that was nevertheless
accepted by the Turkish government.

Yet, while this brief description of the main political and diplomatic dynam-
ics unfolding between 1920 and 1925 seems to suggest that the fate of the
emerging borderlands between Turkey, Syria and Iraq was sealed because of a
series of transactions between diplomats and officials, the following sections
introduce two important nuances to such an incomplete view. First, the process
through which Turkey, France and Britain came to abide by the post-Ottoman
boundary agreements can only be fully grasped if we consider the interactions
between local players and a variety of both state and non-state actors. Second,
because these relations — including networks of violence — exceeded the respec-

tive national frameworks, it is even more necessary to study them as a whole.

Merging Discourses on Identity and Territoriality Along the Borderlands

Michael Reynolds argues that ‘the affirmation of the nation-state by the great
powers as the normative unit of global politics exerted a tremendous impact
upon local politics already in turmoil’. On the one hand, the language and
programme of nationalism became essential in the realm of modern politics,
thereby facilitating the spread of nationalist ideologies worldwide. On the other
hand, ‘the structure of the global order and interstate system provided powerful
incentives to adopt nationalist ideologies by tying control of the state and its
territory to claims made on behalf of the nation’.”' Likewise, Erez Manela points
out that the “Wilsonian moment’ (1919-20) allowed anti-colonial movements
to search for new allies, languages and methods to help their quest to chal-

lenge imperialism. Yet Wilson’s rhetoric of self-determination in the colonial

* TNA, FO/371/10826. Foreign Office to London, 11 December 1925.

0 ‘Karardan Sonra, Yeni Adana, 21 December 1925.

! Michael A. Reynolds, Shattering Empires: The Clash and Collapse of the Ottoman and Russian
Empires, 1908—18 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 18.
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world was not only defined by the intention of its author, but by the percep-
tions, goals and contexts of its, often, unintended audiences.”” As new ‘national
identities’ — such as Turkish, Arab or Kurdish — were not yet fixed, the ‘cultural
system’ of nationalism could have been the vehicle for different and shifting
aspirations, open to disparate influences. The shifting context, along with the
fluid character of ‘national identities” in the early 1920s, was thus reflected in
the diversity of political projects and discourses advanced by borderlanders,
ranging from Ottoman Muslim solidarity to tribal and local bonds, as well as
to ethnic nationalism.

By the time of the Sivas Congress of September 1919, the French and
the British had signed an agreement providing for the total withdrawal of
British forces from Cilicia and the coastal regions of Syria, and their sub-
sequent replacement by a French military administration. Thereupon, the
French occupied Maras, Antep and Urfa in southern Anatolia, leaving the
inner districts of Greater Syria as areas for the future Iragi state. According to
Eliezer Tauber, it was precisely the Anglo-French agreement that prompted
several ex-Ottoman Arab officers, together with certain local tribes of the
Jazira area, to revolt against British rule in Iraq and seeck Mustafa Kemal’s
support.” Meanwhile, Damascus was to remain the headquarters of the
rebellious movement that aimed to place Iraq under the political influence of
an Arab kingdom.**

52 Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of
Anticolonial Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).
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and Iraq’, International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 23, No. 3 (1991), pp. 361-85 (here
p- 366). For a recent and comprehensive study of the anti-British revolt in the Jazira region, see
Rebecca Irvine, Anticolonial Resistance in the Post-Ottoman Mashriq: Examining the Iraqi
Jazirah' (MA Thesis, Lunds: Lunds University, 2018).

% Diverse Arab nationalist societies such as A/-Abd operated in Syria and Iraq before the Great
War. After the armistice, the Iraqi branch of a/~Ahd that was to play an important role in the
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Mustafa Tariq al Askari), A Soldier’ Story: From Ottoman Rule to Independent Iraq. The Memoirs
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On 15 December 1919, Lieutenant Colonel Sakir Nimet, a former
Ottoman officer who was at the head of the national resistance organisation
in Aleppo, sent a cable to Mustafa Kemal’s headquarters calling for close
military cooperation to establish an independent Syrian state (including
Syria, Lebanon and Palestine), which would keep some form of ties with the
Sultan Caliphate and Anatolia.”” Mustafa Kemal’s response was affirmative.
The French withdrawal from Maras in February 1920 opened the door for
further military moves southwards, and thus connected Southern Anatolia
to the southwest of Aleppo, where the rebellious movement led by Ibrahim
Hananu proved to be particularly active.®® In return, Ibrahim Hananu and
other rebel leaders tapped into moral and material support from Ankara
through the intermediary of Polat Bey, a ‘Circassian Chief of Turkish
cetes (bandits)’.”’

On 24 July 1920, however, the Arab forces lost the battle of Khan
Maysalun against the French, thereby bringing an end to the Arab Syrian
kingdom proclaimed in Damascus on 8 March of the same year. Although
Faysal and some of his supporters were repatriated, and eventually became
part of the ruling establishment in Iraq (that is, Nuri al-Said and Jafar
al-Askari), the underground cooperation between some Arab guerrilla bands
and Mustafa Kemal continued well beyond the end of Faysal’s government in
the name of Muslim solidarity.**

Indeed, in an analogous manner to the exact meaning of the ‘national

borders’ envisioned by the National Pact, the central term ‘millf (national)

® Sina Aksin, “Turkish-Syrian Relations in the Time of Faisal (1918-20)’, 7he Turkish Yearbook
of International Relations, Vol. 20, No. 1 (1980), pp. 1-17 (here p. 7).
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Middle Class (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), p. 125.
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used by the resistance movement’s propaganda also requires some clarification.
While traditional studies of both the Anatolian resistance movement and the
popular uprisings in the Arab provinces depict these rebellions as expressions
of Turkish and Arab nationalism respectively,” another strand of scholarship
suggests a different reading of these revolts and their ideological motivations.
Erik J. Ziircher, for instance, argues that the terminology employed by the
leadership of this movement was eminently religious — that of the ‘Ottoman
Muslims’.”’ The invocation of Islam and a shared Ottoman past presented not
only a system of powerful political and cultural symbols, but also constituted
a legitimate discourse that could be readily recognised and understood by all.
Thus, in several calls and proclamations, Kemal denounced the enemies as

‘crusaders’ (ehl-i salib), and appealed to religious sentiments:

Since the beginning of the assaults to which the Caliphate and the Sultanate
have been exposed, the Ottoman nationalist forces, having observed with
determination the gravity of the situation and being confident about the sen-
timents and the resistance of the Muslim world against the crusaders, are
convinced that they can count on the divine aid and assistance in the struggle

they have undertaken.”!

Oral propaganda was equally important. In that regard, military command-
ers in eastern Anatolia were instructed to contact tribal chieftains and, more
generally, Muslim notables in Iraq, Syria and the Caucasus to ask them for
assistance in the name of Ottoman brotherhood and a shared history.”
To Erik J. Ziircher and other historians, it was only after the Republic of
Turkey was proclaimed in 1923 that Mustafa Kemal and his followers came
to terms with Ottoman references to impose Turkish nationalism as an

© Philip S. Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics of Arab Nationalism, 1920—45
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987), p. 106; Abdul-Karim Rafeq, Arabism,
Society and Economy in Syria, 1918-20’, in Youssef M. Choueiri (ed.), State and Society in
Syria and Lebanon (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1993), p. 18.

70 Erik J. Ziircher, “The Vocabulary of Muslim nationalist’, International Journal of the Sociology
of Language, Vol. 137 (1999), pp. 81-92.

"' CADN, 36PO/1/201. Proclamation by Mustafa Kemal, 19 March 1920.

7* Burna Turnaoglu, The Formation of Turkish Republicanism, p. 216.
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official ideology.”” Thus, in most cases, ex-Ottoman officers, rural notables,
tribal and religious leaders of different ethnic backgrounds were mobilised
against the armistice clauses attracted by an explicit religious idiom rather
than nationalism, be it Turkish or Arab.”

Notwithstanding this, the rebels’ motives were extremely mixed, and it
is indeed difficult to disentangle the various strands of anti-French, pro-
Kemalist and Muslim sentiments as drivers of armed resistance. To Nadine
Méouchy, for instance, ‘the fundamental motive of iszba (small units of
rebels) mobilisation was rather to protect a style of life and a set of cul-
tural values, increasingly undermined by rapid economic change and French
interference’.” Thus, primordial and local solidarities interacted with a more
institutionalised and articulated level — i.e. Islam — helping to guide rebel-
lious activities.

Yet Islam and the Wilsonian principles of self-determination also inter-
played with local notions of power — particularly, tribal chiefdoms — and
territoriality to bring about a number of statelets or state-like polities in the
early 1920s, taking advantage of an absence of effective state control. As in
other shatterzones, emerging political leaders in these statelets consisted of
individuals and groups with divergent aims and motivations: autonomy from
any state authority, inter- and intra-tribal rivalries, the struggle for resources
and certain doses of idealism.

In the Syrian Jazira, as Faysal’s kingdom collapsed in July 1920, Shaykh
Hajim ibn Muhayd of the Fidan Wuld, together with a group of ex-Sharifian

officials, proclaimed an independent state — ‘Dawlat Hajim' — with Raqqa

7 Erik J. Ziircher, “The Vocabulary of Muslim nationalism’, p. 90. See also Gavin D. Brockett,
How Happy to Call Oneself a Turk: Provincial Newspapers and the Negotiation of a Muslim
National Identity (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2011), pp. 39-40. For Behliil Ozkan,
however, the shift occurs already by 1921, Behliil Ozkan, From the Abode of Islam ro the
Turkish Vatan: The Search for a National Homeland in Turkey (New Haven, Conn: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2012), pp. 94-5.
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as its capital. Meanwhile, following a rather usual tribal strategy aiming at
securing tribe’s influence, Hajim’s cousin, Mujhim, sided with the French.
Thereafter, a coalition of tribal chiefs and representatives of the nationalist
effendiyya joined their efforts in order to defend their own, sometimes con-
tradictory, interests, while harbouring symbols — Faysal’s kingdom flag — and
a discourse attuned to nationalism:

The Arab nation struggled beside the allies during the war, relying on the
promises which they had given to the Sharif of Mecca, at the time Sharif
Husayn. When the war came to an end the allies divided up the country and
occupied it without legal justification. Now they have entered Damascus after
a battle with the people and the army. . . We, the assembled representatives of
this region, have chosen to proclaim the Amir Hajim bin Muhayd as its head,
with the title of leader of the National Movement.”®

As in other rebel zones, the shaykh and his ‘nationalist’ entourage main-
tained secret contact with Mustafa Kemal between 1920 and 1921, as the
latter saw Raqqa as a potential strategic location placed at the crossroads
between Aleppo to the west and Deir ez-Zor to the east. After securing
Kemal’s support, Shaykh Hajim attempted to expand his territorial strong-
hold westwards, where Ibrahim Hananu had succeeded in bringing the
French military advance to a standstill. Despite Ankara’s promises, the Turkish
reinforcements did not arrive in due time, leaving Hajim’s fighters at the
mercy of heavy French attacks both on the ground and from the air.
Immediately afterwards, Shaykh Hajim negotiated his surrender with
the mandatory power under certain conditions — namely, his leadership in a
semi-autonomous emirate comprising the districts of Urfa and Raqqa, under
French aegis.”” Following French refusal, he pursued his secret contacts with
the Anatolian resistance movement, while his loyal henchmen continued to
cause trouble to the French around Raqqa throughout the summer of 1921.

Against this backdrop, the French considered that the only way of severing

7 Norman N. Lewis, Nomads and Settlers in Syria and Jordan, 1800—1980 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), p. 151.
77 Ibid. pp. 152-3.
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Turkish-Arab cooperation, as well as consolidating security on the northern
fringes of the Syrian state, was to find a diplomatic deal with the Ankara
government. As already mentioned, on 20 October 1921, Paris and Ankara
signed an agreement to end hostilities and define the frontier between Turkey
and French-mandated Syria; the Jazira south of the Baghdad Railway — from
Raqqa to Deir ez-Zor — was to fall within Syria, leaving the district of Urfa
in Turkish territory. Without external support, Hajim’s statelet eventually
collapsed. After moving across the provisional Turkish—Syrian frontier for
some months, he returned to the Jazira and accepted an official submission to
the French in July 1922, making his cousin the uncontested Shaykh of the
Fidan Wuld.

According to Norman N. Lewis, Hajim’s trajectory between 1920 and 1921
was not extraordinary. Rather, it tended to conform to a traditional pattern

already observed in the Jazira regions as well as in other areas of Arabia:

[A] shaykh establishes himself as the strongest leader in his own tribal group
and then extends his influence over other tribes and over the settled people
of his vicinity. He thus becomes head of a chiefdom, that is of a particular
geographical area and of its people, over which he exerts a varying blend of

rule and influence.”®

Contrary to Western notions of state territoriality and sovereignty, Bedouin
shaykhs did not necessarily seek to exercise a tight control over the territory
they claimed. Instead, clannish loyalty enforced through either voluntary alli-
ances or violence was the traditional tool used by paramount tribal leaders to
build their legitimate authority.”” Arguably, Hajim’s strategy in the Jazira can
also be read through the lenses of an older rivalry between his own tribe and

7 Ibid. p. 148.

” From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, some sheep herding tribes established them-
selves in the Badia (a semi-arid steppe in Central Syria) and paid taxes to the Ottoman state
in order to protect their interests. Others, like the Fid’an, saw themselves as free. Those
tribes controlling a main military district were granted ‘control’ of these areas against a
payment to the Sultan as well as rights to levy taxes on passing traffic. Dawn Chatty, “The
Bedouin in Contemporary Syria: The Persistence of Tribal Authority and Control’, Middle
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a stronger and more extensive chiefdom to the north — that is, the Milli tribal
confederation led by Ibrahim Pasha and comprising several Muslim Kurdish
clans together with a few Arab and Yazidi tribes.*

Ibrahim Pasha had consolidated his position thanks to Milli’s raids of
other tribes and collecting dues from caravans on the Urfa—Mardin route.
Strategically, he established his headquarters at Virangehir, which lay mid-
way between the two cities. His importance across south-eastern Anatolia
was confirmed in 1890 when he was empowered by Sultan Abdiilhamid 11
to form one of the Hamidiye regiments, a tribal cavalry militia modelled on
the Cossacks to serve the Sultan at need, and was given the rank of Brigadier
General and the title of Pasha.’' For almost two decades, Ibrahim Pasha
administered a ‘little empire of his own’,** threatening the influence of other
tribal confederations north, south, and eastwards.®?

During the Young Turk revolution of 1908, at the height of his power,**
he again sided with the Sultan, and mobilised his militias in support of
Abdiilhamid 11 to Aleppo where they waited for instructions from the Sultan
before heading to the Hijaz. However, the new power sent troops to stop
his advance and after some weeks of chasing him, Ibrahim Pasha eventu-
ally succumbed to dysentery on 27 September 1908.% From 1912 onwards,
Mahmud Beg ibn Ibrahim Pasha took over the confederation while main-
taining good relations with the Ottoman state until the British occupation

of Cilicia, Syria and Iraq.*

¥ For an overview of Milli’s earlier years, see Stefan Winter, ‘Les Kurdes du Nord-Ouest syrien
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ottomane (Cairo: IFAO, 2005), pp. 243-58.

8 The Hamidiye regiments were established with the main task of subduing a perceived Arme-

nian threat in the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Although the tribal militias failed

in suppressing Armenian revolutionaries, their violent activities — i.e., plundering and killings —

against both Christian and Muslim settlers left a lasting impact on the region, announcing later

events such as the Armenian genocide. See Janet Klein, 7he Margins of Empire.

8 TNA, FO 424/202. General Report on the Vilayet of Aleppo. Aleppo, 13 May 1901.

% Mark Sykes, ‘Kurdish Tribes of the Ottoman Empire’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol. 38 (1908), pp. 451-86 (here p. 470).

8 TNA, FO 195/2283. Head to Barclay. Diyarbakir, 4 June 1908.

8 TNA, FO 195/2284. Heard to Lowther. Diyarbakir, 13 October 1908.

8 Azad Ahmad Ali, ‘Le rdle politique des tribus kurdes Milli et de la famille d’Ibrahim Pacha
A l'ouest du Kurdistan et au nord du Bilad al-Cham (1878-1908)’, in Jean-Claude David



NETWORKS OF VIOLENCE IN THE SHATTERZONES | 59

This was the time when Mahmud Beg was considered one of the serious can-
didates to lead a Kurdish state under British rule, as per the clauses of the Treaty
of Sévres.”” Following the withdrawal of the British troops from the Cilicia and
Urfa regions, Mahmud Beg sided with the French, hoping to recreate a sort
of semi-autonomous chiefdom around Virangehir. However, after the French
defeat in Urfa, Mahmud and his loyal Milli sections settled in Ras al-Ayn, south
of the Baghdad Railway. Taking advantage of the Milli’s difficulties, Shaykh
Hajim’s bid for ‘Arab nationalism’ cannot thus be disentangled from the defence
of his own interests and his competition with other tribal confederations such
as the Milli. As it turned out, neither of these two shaykhs became the chief of
a lasting territorial polity. Yet Mahmud Beg of the Milli and Shaykh Muhjim of
the Fidan did secure privileged links with the French authorities throughout the
1920s and 1930s, most notably becoming deputies in the Syrian Parliament.**

‘Southern Kurdistan’

Further east, another statelet born out of the political fluidity left behind
by the armistice was to have more lasting effects — the so-called ‘Southern
Kurdistan’ — a semi-autonomous entity established by the British in November
1918. Although by 1921 the British civil administration promoted Kurdish
incorporation into Iraq, the contradictory signals sent by Britain’s policy
with regard to the fate of the Kurdish districts in Iraq and the activities of
Kemalist agents in the Mosul Province created favourable conditions for
anti-British uprisings and widespread insecurity along the uncertain frontier
that separated Turkey from Iraq until 1926.%
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Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 54, No. 5 (2018), pp. 811-26.
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The Mosul Vilayet covered the districts of Mosul, Sulaimaniya and Kirkuk,
including a heterogeneous population of Kurds, Arabs, Turkmen, Chaldeans,
Assyrians, Jews and Armenians. Yet, the districts of Zakho, Amadiya, Aqra
and Rowanduz were essentially inhabited by Kurds and Assyrians. Following
the partial British occupation of the Mosul Vilayet, the consolidation of the
armistice line between the Ottoman and British forces became an urgent issue.
To the dismay of the British, however, the scarcity of British units, combined
with the rugged geography of the region, made the military occupation of the
entire area difficult. In this context, the British opted for establishing a buffer
Kurdish state under a semi-independent ruler.

Therefore, Major Edward W.C. Noel, the Acting Civil Commissioner,
appointed Shaykh Mahmud Berzinji (1882-1956), a religious figure with
strong tribal connections in Sulaimaniya and its surroundings, Governor
or hukumdar of ‘Southern Kurdistan’; the term defining the area between
the Great Zab and the Diyala rivers. For each of these minor sub-divisions,
Kurdish officials were assigned to work under the supervision of the British
political officers. The remaining districts of the Mosul Vilayet, however, were
placed under nominal British control.

In parallel, British colonial goals in Iraq also involved other local communi-
ties, particularly the displaced Assyrian populations (i.e. Nestorians) who origi-
nally hailed from the Hakkari region. The latter had sought refuge in Iran during
the First World War to escape from Ottoman and Kurdish massacres. As the
Great War entered its final stage, a group of Assyrians fought back against the
Ottomans alongside the British army and local Armenian militia. Following
their defeat, these regiments, together with their families, were evacuated under
British protection to the Baqubah refugee camp, north of Baghdad.”

The British interest in Assyrians as a potential supplementary military
force was not halted by the end of the war.”" Although some Assyrian leaders

% See Laura Robson, ‘Refugee Camps and the Spatialization of Assyrian Nationalism in Iraq’, in
Sasha R. Goldstein-Sabbah and Heleen L. Murre-van den Berg (eds), Modernity, Minority, and
the Public Sphere: Jews and Christians in the Middle East (Leiden: Brill, 2016), pp. 237-56.

' As Laura Robson argues, British endeavours to recruit Assyrians into the Levies fit into a
much longer and broader history of coercing marginal ethno-national groups to serve the
colonial state, often under the justification that such groups constituted martial ‘races’

prone to display their ‘natural’ capacities. Laura Robson, ‘Peripheries of Belonging: Military
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asked the British for permission to return to Hakkari, the irresolution of
the border dispute as well as pressure from the British convinced most of
them to stay in Iraq pending a final territorial settlement. While Assyrian
representatives petitioned in Paris and Geneva in favour of an autonomous
Assyrian homeland,” hundreds of Assyrians were hired as policemen in
mobile units to monitor the provisional Turkish—Iraqi border and keep
tribal unrest in check.”

British policies in the region were far from unchallenged, however. Anti-
British propagandists, such as Commander Ozdemir Pasha (Ali Shafiq)** had
a significant success in Rowanduz area. The propaganda around Muslim soli-
darity was also effective among different local chieftains and notables further
south. Specifically, the vali of Van, Qadri Effendi was in contact with the tribal
chiefs of the Hamawand, Hawraman, Mariwan and Jaf; as well as the urban
notables in Arbil and Kirkuk.” According to Rafiq Hilmi, Shaykh Mahmud’s
secretary in 1919, the latter sealed an agreement with Ozdemir, resulting in
the expulsion of all British collaborators from Sulaimaniya in the name of the
‘Kurdish-Turkish friendship’ on the grounds of a shared Muslim bond, asso-
ciation that lasted several years, thereby allowing the Turks to press the British
until the resolution of the Mosul Affair.”

Recruitment and the Making of a Minority in Wartime Iraq’, First World War Studies, Vol. 7,
No. 1 (2016), p. 27.

92 TNA, FO/608/274. Memo presented by the Assyrian National Associations of America,
29 March 1919; CADN, Fonds Ankara, 36 PO/1/128. Memo presented by the Assyrian
representatives in Paris, 1920.

% TNA, FO 371/7780. Sir Percy Cox (Baghdad) to Winston Churchill, Colonial Secretary, 9
December 1921.

% Beside propaganda activities, he was also instrumental in organising concentrations of
troops in the frontier area, trade embargoes and frontier blockades. For a comprehensive
account on Ozdemir’s role in the area, see Othman Ali, “The Career of Ozdemir’, p. 968.

% TNA, CO 730/40. Intelligence Report. Secretariat of the High Commissioner for Iraq.
Baghdad, 18 September 1924.

% Rafiq Hilmi, Yaddast (London: New Hope, 2007), pp. 163-7. See also TNA, CO 730/40.
Intelligence Report. Secretariat of the High Commissioner for Iraq. Baghdad, 1 June 1923;
TNA, AIR 23/317. Special Service Officer (Sulaimaniya) to the Administrative Inspector
(Kirkuk), 27 February 1925. For a letter exchanged with Ankara asking for money, doctors
and ammunition, see BCA.030.18.1.1.15.54.8, 24 August 1925, p. 15.
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This Muslim tone was not only present in the documents and letters
exchanged with the Turkish agents in the region, but also between local actors.
Tribal chiefs such as Mahmud Khan Dizli (Hawraman), for instance, wrote a
series of letters to Kurdish leaders intermingling religious and patriotic terms.
In one such letter, Mahmud Khan Dizli refers to Shaykh Mahmud as ‘Jihad
Shaykh Mahmud’ who ‘for the honour of our religion turned the English
out of Sulaimaniya and Halabja and from among the Kurds.”” More tell-
ingly, Shaykh Mahmud himself sent a dispatch to the Arab commander of
the National Movements in Al Jazira and Iraq in which he justified his actions
to ‘frustrate the evil intentions of the British against the Islamic world and to
upset the effects of their policy which is to sever the people of South Kurdistan
(either by threats or persuasion) from the Great Government of Turkey’.”®

Yet, the discourse around ‘Muslim solidarity’ was paired with that of the
right of the Kurdish people to self-determination. Shaykh Mahmud him-
self encouraged the spread of Kurdish nationalism in Sulaimaniya,” just as
Shaykh Hajim ibn Muhayd had done in Raqqa.'” Indeed, Kurdish national-
ism had become a source of Shaykh Mahmud’s legitimacy, particularly as he
engaged with the British authorities in 1918. He was not alone, though. He
surrounded himself with the local intelligentsia, which included civil servants,

teachers, journalists and ex-officers of the Ottoman army.""" Tellingly, the first

7 TNA, CO 730/19. Sir Percy Cox (Baghdad) to Winston Churchill, Colonial Secretary, 20
January 1922.

* TNA; FO 371/9005/E6695. Air Ministry to Baghdad. “Turkish Activities in Kurdistar’,

27 June 1923.

In 1925, the Sulaimaniya population was about 10,000 people, of whom 9,000 were

Muslim Kurds, 750 Jews and 129 Assyrians. Cecil J. Edmonds, Kurds, Turks and Arabs

(London: Oxford University Press, 1957), p. 80.

In local historiography, both leaders are depicted as purely nationalists (Kurdish and Arab,

99

100

respectively). On Shaykh Mahmud’s nationalist credentials, sce Ahmed Khawaja, Cim
Dit: Soresakani Sheikh Mahmud-i Mezin (Arbil: Dar Aras, 2013); Kamal Nuri, Maruf,
Yaddastakani Sheikh Latif-i Hafid Lasar Soresakani Sheikh Mahmud-i Hafid (Pirmam:
Cultural Centre of Kurdistan Democratic Party, 1995). On Shaykh Hajim ibn Muhayd,
see ‘Abd es-Salam al-"Ujaily’, Sawt al-Rafiga, No. 15 and 16, October-November 1998.
Quoted in Ababsa, Myriam, ‘Mise en valeur agricole et contréle politique de la vallée de
I'Euphrate (1865-1946)’, p. 467.

TNA; AIR 23/324. Special Service Office (Sulaimaniya) to Air Staff Intelligence (Baghdad),
30 June 1927.

10
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government of Shaykh Mahmud created a Kurdish ‘national’ flag'”* and the
urban intelligentsia of Sulaimaniya helped to forge the first experience of the
autonomous Kurdish administration.

By early 1919, Shaykh Mahmud attempted to expand his political as well
as economic influence — that is, levying taxes — beyond Southern Kurdistan’s
administrative boundaries by exploiting his religious and tribal networks,
including his cross-border Persian connections. Notwithstanding this, Shaykh
Mahmud’s conception of power and influence were not primarily embedded
within modern notions of state sovereignty and tight control over ‘Southern
Kurdistan’ territory. Much like Shaykh Hajim ibn Muhayd, Shaykh Mahmud
counted on both traditional loyalties and new alliances established with tribal
and religious leaders to exert authority across ‘his’ chiefdom. Such manoeuvres,
however, threatened British policies in the entire Vilayet, thus prompting a
quick response; Political Officer E. B. Soane replaced Major Edward W. C. Noel,
deemed too ‘pro-Kurdish’.'” Relations between the two men grew difficult
and in May 1919 Shaykh Mahmud imprisoned all British soldiers in office
at Sulaimaniya, and proclaimed the independence of Kurdistan. However,
without any significant assistance from his ‘allies’, the British captured Shaykh
Mahmud by June 1919. In Baghdad, the latter was sentenced to death by a
military court, but his sentence was commuted to exile in India.'™

Sulaimaniya did not, however, experience a long period of stability.
Threatened by the advance of rebellious Kurdish tribes and Turkish ¢etes, the
British evacuated the town on 1 September 1922. The High Commissioner
in Baghdad suddenly decided to re-instate Shaykh Mahmud as Governor
of Kurdistan. In December 1922, Shaykh Mahmud proclaimed himself
the ‘King of Kurdistan’ and again encouraged the diffusion of nationalism
among urban and tribal elements through the restoration of the Kurdish
flag, the publication of Kurdish newspapers, the printing of Kurdish postal
stamps and the organisation of military parades — with the collaboration

of Sulaimaniya’s leading intellectuals and poets. In one of the celebratory

1 The flag designed in 1919 was green with a red circle and a white crescent inside the circle.

' Stephen H. Longtrigg, fraq, 1900 to 1950. A Political, Social and Economic History (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1953), p. 104.

104 Political Officer in Baghdad to Secretary of State for India, 23 August 1919, TNA,
FO/248/1248; Political Officer in Baghdad to FO, 23 August 1919, TNA, FO/371/4192.
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articles published right after the reinstatement of Shaykh Mahmud, one
could read:

No one in this country or among the Kurds desires to be under foreign rule, no
one has any desire other than to live as a free and independent nation. This is the

era of nationalism and every people is looking for its independence and liberty.'”

Interactions Between Borderlanders and States’

Discourses and Strategies

Borderlanders” discourses in Mosul Province, however, did not merely play into
Turkish and British strategies. As local actors became increasingly involved in
the Mosul dispute, it appeared that Turkish and British discourses were neither
completely independent from each other’s (enemies and borderlanders) clas-
sification and strategies, nor unchangeable. On the one hand, Kurdish tribal
chieftains asked the Kemalist resistance for a decree issued by the Caliph him-
self in order to join the rebel forces.' In other words, the spread of pro-Turkish
Muslim rhetoric among tribal areas was not simply a top-down strategy. It was
also the result of local constraints and demands in order to join the anti-British
movement in northern Iraq. On the other hand, while the ‘defence of Islam’
became the main expression of resistance against the foreign occupiers from
1919 to 1921, this language shifted to that of nationalism and minority rights,
in particular, during the Lausanne Peace Conference.

Accordingly, Britain and Turkey were obliged to readjust their claims over
Mosul by taking into account this new reality. In Ankara, Turkish officials
both at the Grand National Assembly and in Lausanne emphasised the idea
of Turkish—Kurdish unity. In the border area, Ozdemir Pasha acknowledged
Shaykh Mahmud’s position as the President of the Committee of Representa-
tives of Kurdistan, and by 1922 Turkish propaganda conveyed the idea that
the Turks, unlike the British, were ready to give full autonomy to the Kurds
under the protection of a ‘Muslim Government’.'”” In turn, Britain issued

a joint Anglo-Iraqi statement of intent recognising the right of the Kurds

105 Roji Kurdistan, ‘A Claim for Our Just Rights’, No. 8, 10 January 1923.

106 CADN, 36 PO/1/202. Telegram sent by Colonel Rafet, 15 February 1921.

7 TNA, CO 730/19. Intelligence Report. Secretariat of the High Commissioner for Iraq.
Baghdad, 15 January 1922.
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in Iraq to set up a Kurdish government.'” In spite of such half-promises, a
feeling of distrust seemed to prevail between all the players concerned. To
the British, Shaykh Mahmud was not trustworthy because of his ‘treachery’.
Likewise, Ozdemir Pasha suspected Shaykh Mahmud of being a tool of the
British and depicted him as a ‘cunning man’.'”

Adaptations of official discourses did not stop after the Lausanne
Conference. The repression of 1925 Kurdish rebellion led by Shaykh Said'"
in Turkey — notably involving the execution of a number of Kurdish person-

" _ seemed to cast

alities and the forced displacement of thousands of Kurds
doubt upon ‘Kurdish-Turkish brotherhood’ in the eyes of the Commission.
Thereafter, the Turkish government emphasised the predominantly Sunni
character of the Mosul population, which better linked the latter to Turkey.
In addition, the significant Shia constituency in southern Iraq made the
attachment of Mosul Vilayet to Turkey all the more urgent.'"

Crucially, the internationalisation of the ‘Mosul affair’ provided bor-
derlanders with a new opportunity to voice their concerns. Although their
views were not explicitly included in the final decision taken by the League
in December 1925, their actions and statements had an indirect effect on the
definitive resolution of the dispute. The Council of the League of Nations
discussed the matter on 30 August 1924. Contrary to British expectations,
however, it decided to send a commission made up of three delegates to
the Mosul Vilayet to determine whether the locals wanted to be part of the
new Republic of Turkey or preferred British mandatory Iraq. At a meeting
in Brussels, the Swedish prime minister and rapporteur of the commission,

Hjalmar Branting, suggested that a temporary demarcation line be drawn

1% TNA, FO 371/9004/E1019. ].E. Shuckburgh to Mr Osborne. ‘Kurdish situation’, 25
January 1923.

' TNA, FO 371/9004/E3620. Colonial Office to Foreign Office, 9 April 1923.

"% For a comprehensive study of this revolt, see Robert Olson, 7he Emergence of Kurdish
Nationalism and the Sheikh Said Rebellion, 1880—1925 (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1989). For a detailed account on the evolution of this revolt drawing from Turkish records,
see Genelkurmay belgelerinde Kiirt Isyanlars, Cilt 1 (Ankara: Kaynak Yayinlari, 1992).

1 See Ugur U. Ungér, The Making of Modern Turkey: Nation and State in Eastern Anatolia,
1913-50 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 55-170.

"% Fuat Diindar, ‘Statisquo’, p. 23.
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somewhere between the British and Turkish lines, taking into consideration
natural formations, such as mountain crests and rivers.'”’

From the start, Britain perceived the presence of the commission as a
potential threat to their continuing authority over Mosul. In that sense,
British ‘support’ for the League project was not a proof of self-confidence, but
a strategy to ‘minimise the possible threats to its own rule’.'"* The mandate
authorities even went so far as to try to restrict the movement of the represen-
tatives assigned by Ankara to accompany the commission.'” As a result, the
commissioners refused to begin their work until the British and Iraqi authori-
ties allowed all representatives, including the Turkish delegation, to accomplish
their mission. The autonomy of the commission from British interests became
even more explicit as the Swedish delegate carried out an active foreign policy
based on solidarity with and support from the League of Nations, thereby cre-
ating additional worries amongst the mandate’s officials.'"

The League’s initiative and its potential destabilising effect on the north-
ern districts of Iraq had an immediate impact on the mandatory power. Thus,
before the arrival of the commission in February 1925, ‘the Iraqi Minister of
Interior Affairs toured Mosul Vilayet and promised that the Kurds’ national
rights would be respected if they decided to stay within Iraq’.""” A meeting
in Arbil along the same lines followed suit, while pro-Iraqi agents were sent
into Turkey to fuel unrest.""® In turn, pro-Turkey secret societies in the cities
of Arbil and Kirkuk proved to also be especially active.'”’

Critically, borderlanders’ agency unleashed a violent state reaction on

both sides of the provisional frontier. On the one hand, Iraqi border leaders

3 John Rogers, “The Foreign Policy of Small States: Sweden and the Mosul Crisis, 1924-5’,
Contemporary European History, Vol. 16, No. 3 (2007), pp. 349-69.

" Sarah D. Shields, ‘Mosul, the Ottoman Legacy and the League of Nations’, International
Journal of Contemporary Iraqi Studies, Vol. 3, No. 2 (2009), pp. 217-30 (here p. 221).

5 BCA.030.10.7.40.33, 26 January 1925, p. 2.

"¢ John Rogers, “The Foreign Policy of Small States’, pp. 349-69.

17 Othman Ali, “The Kurdish Factor in the Struggle for Vilayet Mosul, 1921-5’, Journal of
Kurdish Studies, Vol. 4 (2001-2), pp. 3148 (here p. 41).

8 BCA.030.10.112.756.20, 9 May 1925.

"% See Giildem B. Biiyiiksarag, “Trans-border Minority Activism and Kin-state Politics: The
Case of Iragi Turkmen and Turkish Interventionisny’, Anthropological Quarterly, Vol. 90,
No. 1 (2017), pp. 17-54.
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who had manifested their loyalty to Turkey were either killed, imprisoned
or banished, while some villages located in the border area were bombarded
from the air or burned down by the Assyrian Levies.'”’ Significantly, the coer-
cive campaign reached such intense levels that some border tribes situated on
the Iraqi side threatened to migrate to Turkey if the reprisal campaign did
not stop immediately.””' On the other hand, the Turkish authorities similarly
threatened Kurdish chieftains whose lands were in the border region: ‘If you
support the Iraqi government, you will become an ally with the Arabs and the
unbelievers. Regret will be no use.”'? Further, a regiment of Turkish soldiers
attacked some Assyrian and Kurdish villages in the Goyan district because
their leaders had expressed their desire to be included in Iraq to the Frontier
Commission. According to different accounts over 2,000 Assyrian refugees
fled to Zakho and Mosul, while all their flocks and stocks of grain were con-
fiscated by the Turkish troops.'”

The massacres against Assyrians nevertheless had certain repercussions
for Western public opinion and the secretariat of the League of Nations,
as the events were revealed to the press by an American journalist working
for the Chicago Tribune, who happened to be in the region reporting on the
works of the League’s Commission in Mosul Vilayet.'* Additionally, local
actors such as Mgr. Thimothee Magdaci, the Bishop of Zakho and Dohuk,
also played a role in drawing the attention of the League towards the fate of
this community. Although news of the massacres was already circulating by
June 1925, it was only when the League’s Commission decided to tour the
border areas that the Iraqi government and the Mandate authorities gave some
resonance to Magdaci’s claims. Crucially, the British government requested
the Council of the League of Nations to send representatives to the frontier.

120 According to Turkish reports, Sefer Agha, chief of the Doski, and his son were assassinated

in May 1925. After their killing, the police authorities in Zakho informed the population
that all pro-Turkish proxy elements would follow the same fate. BCA.030.10.258.737.10,
30 May 1925.

! TNA, FO 371/10837. Telegram No. 305, Lindsay to Chamberlain, 15 April 1925.

122 TNA, AIR 23/308. Translated leaflet, undated.

' Ibid.

"% Ibid.
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The Commission arrived in Mosul on 30 October 1925, and drafted a final
report in which the British charges were found to be substantiated. In addi-
tion, the text confirmed that Turkish soldiers had occupied all the villages and
had deported Assyrians en masse, some of whom fell ill and were abandoned,
while others died of starvation and cold.'

Finally, local tribes also tried to voice their uneasy position when asked
about their ‘national’ preference. Confidential British reports reveal that
borderlanders pledged before the Commission for an ‘open border solution’
which would guarantee them free mobility across the Turkish—Iraqi frontier
in order to access their summer grazing lands situated in Turkish territory.'*
Borderlanders’ claims, in fact, also echoed the views expressed in Geneva. In

1924, for instance, the League had already acknowledged that:

If the disputed territory is assigned to Iraq, its inhabitants should be given
full freedom of trade with Turkey and Syria, and moreover, facilities should
be afforded to the Turkish frontier towns to use the Mosul route for exporting

their produce and importing manufactured articles.'”

Alarmed by these reports, British authorities encouraged Kurdish notables to
write petitions in support of British claims, whereby they argued that Mosul
Vilayet was economically connected to Baghdad rather than to Anatolia, and
that only a ‘natural’ boundary delimited by the mountainous region run-
ning from Zakho to Rowanduz would secure Iraqi safety and progress.'** The
impact of borderlanders’ views on the border regime as envisioned by the
Frontier Commission and the League of Nations cannot be overstated. Yet,

it is interesting to highlight that while Turkey and Britain stated that Mosul

' LON, C.783.1925.VIL. ‘Question de la frontiére entre la Turquie et I'Trak’. Report prepared
by General J. Laidoner. Geneva, 9 December 1925.

126 MEC, Edmonds Collection, GB165-0095/1/2B. Administrative Inspector Mosul to
Baghdad. Mosul, 4 February 1925.

77 LON, C.400.M.147.1925.VIL. ‘Question of the Frontier between Turkey and Iraq: Report
Submitted to the Council by the Commission Instituted by the Council Resolution of
September 30th, 1924’

' MEC, Edmonds Collection, GB165-0095/1/2B. Special Service Officer. Sulaimaniya, 28
February 1925.
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Vilayet was economically oriented to Anatolia and Baghdad, respectively,
borderlanders’ practices and views fitted better with the liberal approach the

League was eager to develop in the interwar period.'”

Despite the de facto recognition of the Ankara government by the French in
1921 and the delimitation of a provisional frontier between Turkey and French
Syria, the ideas of self-determination and territorial sovereignty continued to
nourish previous tensions, while providing borderlanders with a new range of
discourses and opportunities. Thus, throughout the frontier disputes between
Turkey and French Syria, on the one hand, and between Turkey and Britain,
on the other, borderland representatives advanced different claims and aspira-
tions depending on the context and the targeted audience, thereby allowing
them to play off Turkish, French and British agents against each other and, by
doing so, gain brokerage.

Admittedly, borderlanders did not constitute a homogenous group, but
were rather an assemblage of networks and individuals with different and
sometimes conflicting personalities, interests and ambitions. Yet, whether
they were opportunistic or full-hearted anti-imperialists or both, local actors,
through their shifting alliances, pushed British, French and Turkish authori-
ties to the conclusion that separate permanent agreements on their respective
common borders were the best solution for all parties. Neither the Turks nor
the mandatory powers in Syria and Iraq were capable of coping with local
revolts and changing strategies along a restless, moving frontier.

Borderlanders’ contradictory strategies and attitudes need to be inter-
preted in two complementary ways. First, like other post-Ottoman com-
munities, frontier dwellers simultaneously had multiple group identities,
and could be classified according to location, faith, clan or occupation. Yet,
because of the League of Nations’ endeavours to determine borderlanders’
‘national’ identity, as well as which state could claim sovereignty over Mosul
Province, the liminal character of borderlanders became even more notice-

able. As the League of Nations delegates arrived in the province of Mosul

1% See also Nicholas Danforth, ‘Nomads, No Problem: Rethinking Border Regimes in the
Post-Ottoman Middle East’, http://www.midafternoonmap.com/2017/01/the-myth-of-
myth-of-borders.html, accessed 3 October 2022.
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in 1925, local populations provided a complex and nuanced response to
the commission’s survey. Arguably, the political preference of the people of
Mosul could only be conditional upon a variety of criteria, such as the iden-
tity of the ruler, the potential economic impact, or the survival of previous
social networks.'*’

Second, far from being a signal of their incapacity to adapt to the new
world order, historians should analyse such attitudes and opinions as a strik-
ing example of the capacity for local agency; that is, the capacity of individuals
and groups to develop strategies to pursue or safeguard their own interests.
Obviously, agency does not avert unforeseen consequences.””’ Thus, while
local revolts, transborder mobility and shifting alliances with Turkish, French
and British representatives had allowed local players to gain autonomy from
all state actors and extend their spheres of influence, it was at least partly
borderlanders” agency that led central governments to search for a permanent
solution based on the principle of territorial sovereignty within a modern
international system of nation states. In so doing, local actors inadvertently
contributed to the emergence of new national boundaries embedded within
new power relations, while transforming older ones. In that regard, refugees
and forced displacement were both the result of the violence unleashed in the
border zones and a powerful driver of state and identity formation, as we shall

see in the next chapter.

1% Sarah D. Shields, ‘Mosul, the Ottoman Legacy and the League of Nations’, pp. 217-30.
131 On this idea, see also Pekka Himailidinen, 7he Comanche Empire New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 2011), p. 14.
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REFUGEES, BORDERS AND IDENTITY
BOUNDARIES

n 27 March 1934, Mr Silver, head of the Alliance Israélite School in
Damascus, travelled to Qamishli, a border town established by the
French in the Syrian Jazira in 1926 as a military post just next to the Turkish
city of Nusaybin. By 1927, however, this frontier post had become home
to hundreds of Christian refugees — Armenians and Syriacs — and to the
almost entire Jewish community from Nusaybin, which was either escaping
from forced conscription or was motivated by the pervasive rumours about
Ankara’s plans to expel all non-Muslim groups from Turkey’s borderlands.'
Subsequently, Muslim Kurds also settled in Qamishli, thereby reinforcing
its singularity; an ex-nihilo border town emerged, numbering as many as
15,000 inhabitants by 1934, constituted by a majority of Christian, Jewish
and Kurdish refugees and migrants originating mainly from Turkey.
The ofhicial purpose of this visit was to inquire about the willingness of Jews
in Qamishli — an ‘unknown’ community of 2,000 souls — to attend a school of

the Alliance wherein they would ‘learn the language of their benefactors — the

' See Ahmet Kiitiik, ‘Tairihi Siireg Igerisinde Nusaybin Yahudiler’, Iskimi Ilimler Dergisi,
Vol. 10, No. 2 (2015), pp. 93—-115; Michael Menachem Laskier, ‘Syria and Lebanon’, in
Reeva Spector Simon, Michale Menachem Laskier and Sara Reguer (eds), Zhe Jews of the
Middle East and North Africa in Modern Times (New York: Columbia University Press,
2002), pp. 316-34 (here p. 323).
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French’.* Upon his return to Damascus, the head of the Alliance school also
reported his views about Qamishli and its dwellers. Like many other urban
Western-educated visitors, Mr Silver highlighted the most exotic characteristics
of the Upper Jazira — a peripheral rural region idly connected to the Syrian capi-
tal and apparently alien to modernity. Culturally and socially, Qamishli’s Jews
— called ‘Ibri’ by their Muslim and Christian neighbours — embodied an image
contrary to what the Alliance hoped for: illiteracy within the community was
widespread, the ‘Ibri’ lived in houses made of mud and straw and wore oriental
clothes, just like the local Bedouins. Likewise, more than a decade after the
Syrian Mandate, the Jews and the borderlanders trading at Qamishli’s bazars
continued to use the Ottoman currency — a silver coin called ‘Mecid’, after the
Sultan Abdul Mecid (1823-61) — instead of the Syrian lira. Equally surprising
for the visitor was the fact that most Jews in Qamishli didn’t speak Hebrew at
all, but a combination of Arabic, Kurdish and Turkish.

Notwithstanding this, Mr Silver noted that the Jews from Qamishli were
not entirely isolated from the other Jewish populations. On the one hand, the
annual pilgrimage to Rabbi Judah ben Bathyra’s tomb located on the nearby
hills allowed local Jews to meet the remainder of the Jewish communities
from Eastern Anatolia’ — mainly in neighbouring Nusaybin and Diyarbakir
up north — and in the Iragi towns of Aqra and Amadiya, thereby keeping
their religious networks alive in spite of the newly-established international
borders.* On the other hand, once a year, a few Jewish merchants from this
border town travelled to British Palestine to purchase some products that were
rare in the Syrian Jazira. This annual trip was also a first-hand opportunity to
gather relevant information about the current developments in the mandatory
territory and thus better evaluate the advantages and disadvantages of staying

* ‘Les Juifs de Kamechli¢, Paix et Droit, Vol. 14, No. 4 (1934), p. 10.

Rabbi Judah ben Bathyra, who lived in today’s Nusaybin before the destruction of the
Second Temple of Jerusalem, that is, before 70 BCE, is considered one of the prominent
authors of the Mishna — a written collection of Jewish oral traditions. The pilgrimage to
Bathyra’s tomb took place every year, four days before Shavuot.

By 1934, the Jewish community in these two towns numbered 150 and 300, respectively.
‘Neighbours fail to assimilate Diarbekir Jews’, Jewish Daily Bulletin, Vol. x1, No. 2913
(1934), p. 5.
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in Syria, rather than moving into the Yishuv, the Jewish ‘national home’,
which was still in the making.’

Alliance Israélite representative’s visit to Qamishli in 1934 was not entirely
coincidental, though. Between 1930 and 1934, a series of developments
had turned the north-eastern fringes of the Syrian territory into the focus of
national, regional and global attention. Firstly, growing French intervention-
ism in Jabal Sinjar, a mountainous area traversed by the provisional frontier
between Syria and Iraq, raised British concerns about either the potential
immigration of ‘their’ Yazidi tribes to the Upper Jazira, or the Sinjari lead-
ers’ request to the League of Nations to have Syria administer the Jabal. Both
options were being openly encouraged by the French in 1931 given the fron-
tier dispute between French Syria and British Iraq while the tensions between
certain Yazidi leaders and the Iraqi government were on the rise.® Prompted by
these fears, and pressed by the upcoming expiration of the Mandate over Iraq
in 1932, the British increased their political contacts with the Sinjari leaders to
secure their loyalty to the Iraqi state and sever any ties between them and the
Syrian Jazira. Although few Yazidis did eventually move to Syria, this border
dispute greatly affected Yazidi tribal affairs throughout the 1930s.”

Secondly, the French’s veiled propaganda about France’s protection of
‘minorities’ and the economic prospects which the Upper Jazira offered to
‘hard-working’ settlers also attracted Iraqi Assyrians’ interest. After support-
ing the British army in the north-western Persian front against the Ottoman
army, most of the Assyrian evacuees followed the British forces and settled
in the Baqubah refugee camp, north of Baghdad. Following the closure of
the camp in 1921, however, hundreds of Assyrians were recruited into the

° As a result of the 1929 Great Depression and its ensuing impact on the Syrian economy,
some Jewish families hailing from Qamishli migrated to Palestine, where the economic
prospects looked more promising.

By the time of this report, Yazidis were concentrated mainly in the Balad Sinjar and Shaykh
Adi districts in northern Iraq. Outside Iraq, Yazidis were also present in Syria (north of Aleppo
and Jazira), Turkey (Mardin province) and the Caucasus (Georgia and Armenia). Yazidis are
mostly Kurdish speakers, but their religion is considered a mélange of pre-Muslim paganism,
Islam and Christian influences. See Birgiil Acikyildiz, 7he Yezidis: The History of a Community,
Culture and Religion (London: 1. B. Tauris, 2014); Sebastian Maisel, Yezidis in Syria: Identity
Building among a Double Minority (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2016).

7 Nelida Fuccaro, 7he Other Kurds: Yazidis in Colonial Iraq (London: I. B. Tauris, 1998), p. 113.
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Levies — a police force under British guidance — to secure peace and stabil-
ity along the northern borders against both foreign and domestic threats,
namely, Turkish penetration beyond the armistice line, as well as anti-British
uprisings among local Arab and Kurdish populations. Yet, after more than
a decade of unabated cooperation with the British, and only a year after the
official independence of the Iraqi state, some dozens of armed Assyrians
crossed over to the Syrian Jazira in August 1933.

The ex-Assyrian Levies hoped that the French would grant them lands and
protection, just as they had done earlier with the refugees originating from
Turkey. Indeed, between 1930 and 1933, the Assyrian tribal and religious
leaders voiced their disappointment as the British authorities, the League of
Nations and the Baghdad government had dismissed all their demands for
either local autonomy in Iraq or repatriation toward Turkey. Thus, even though
the British had contributed to fostering Assyrian ethnic separateness in the
early 1920s, now the former invited the latter to fully integrate into the unitary
Iraqi nation-state. Against all expectations, the French authorities rejected their
request and deported the Assyrian contingent back to Iraq. Upon their return,
skirmishes occurred between the Assyrian trespassers and the Iragi army, result-
ing in some casualties. Subsequently, Iraqi army units together with Arab and
Kurdish armed bands attacked several Assyrian villages, killing hundreds of
their unarmed inhabitants. Although the massacres came to a halt, the fate of
the Assyrian community in Iraq seemed henceforth jeopardised.

Finally, the Syrian Jazira became a focus of attention for the Zionist move-
ment in the face of the dramatic events unfolding in Germany in early 1933.
Indeed, the Zionist movement envisaged alternative venues for the transfer of
Europe’s Jewish communities to the Middle East, as it considered that British
Palestine could not accommodate all the Jews who were striving to settle
there. One of the potential sites for the establishment of a ‘Jewish colony’
was precisely the Syrian Jazira.® Thus, in December 1933, Nassim Tajer, son
of the former Rabin of Damascus, travelled to this region along with Leo

¥ This project was not entirely new. In 1926, the Zionist movement and the French High
Commissioner Henri de Jouvenel negotiated the establishment of a Jewish colony in Syria.
While the former preferred southern Syria as a location for the settlement of European Jews,
the latter offered the Jazira instead. Yitzhak Gil-Har, ‘French policy in Syria and Zionism:
Proposal for a Zionist Settlement’, Midedle Eastern Studies, Vol. 30, No. 1 (1994), pp. 155-65.
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Winz — journalist and member of the Zionist movement in Tel Aviv — and
a German ‘capitalist who was considering financing the creation of Jewish
agricultural settlements across the Khabur Basin. In Damascus, the three men
informed the Zionist representatives about the prospects of such project, as
well as of the existence of a Jewish community in Qamishli.’

Crucially, the context surrounding the ‘discovery’ of the ‘unknown’
Jewish community of Qamishli by the Alliance Israélite and the Zionist
movement, highlights a series of related topics that this chapter seeks to
explore — the intertwined relationship between modern notions of territo-
rial sovereignty, the consolidation of ethno-religious boundaries and refu-
geedom. As we have seen in the previous chapter, the low-intensity war
along the borderlands between the newly-established states of Turkey, Syria
and Iraq aimed at obtaining substantial territorial gains that could secure
an advantageous position to the three parties at the different negotiating
tables where the delineation of the future international boundaries was to
be discussed. The perspective from the borderlands, however, reveals that
warfare, massacres and subsequent frontier disputes overlapped with the
emergence of another urgent and related international problem: the flood
of refugees that originated from the sites of collapsing empires and emerg-
ing nation states.

Although the frontier disputes in the contiguous border zones of Turkey,
Syria and Iraq did not provoke population movements comparable to those
of the late Ottoman period, the formative years of these states led thousands
of Jews, Christians of different denominations, Muslim and Yazidi Kurds to
seek refuge in the northern edges of Syria and Iraq, paralleling the dynam-
ics unfolding in the Balkans and Eastern Europe in the same years."” In
addition, the final destination for the survivors of the Armenian genocide
of 1915-16 was not set yet. Against this backdrop, the League of Nations
responded by establishing a refugee regime with standardised paperwork
and procedures, completed with a range of relief programmes designed to

> CADN, 1SL/1/V/616. ‘Projet d’installation de Juifs allemands en Syrie’. Beirut,
23 December 1933.

19 Claudena Skran, Refugees in Interwar Europe: The Emergence of a Regime (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1995).
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accommodate the displaced. Certainly, this was not a first in the Middle
Eastern region."'

By the late 1850s, the Ottoman Empire was flooded with the influx of
Muslim refugees running away from violence and warfare that spread along
the Ottoman—Russian frontier. Thereafter, each successive cycle of warfare
only repeated this pattern of displacement, as the Ottoman Empire not
only continued to welcome, but also began to generate refugees of its own.
Within this context, the Mubacirin Komisyonu (Migrants Commission) — an
Ottoman institution created in 1860 — undertook a series of new policies with
an emphasis on the practices of refugee aid, programmes of resettlement,"
and corresponding transformation of legal categories.” These institutional
endeavours formed an evolving bureaucratic script of Ottoman governance
that eventually informed the imperial practices of demographic engineering
as well as the processes of internal colonisation across the empire.'*

In the aftermath of the First World War, however, new nation states and
international bodies, such as the League of Nations, readjusted Ottoman
as well as European imperial practices to the demands of the interwar con-
text. Among these practices, one can mention the settlement of refugees and
migrants in new agricultural colonies in the border zones, the creation of
border towns populated by refugee populations, the recruitment of refugees
in separate police forces to protect the border, and the use of displaced popu-

lations to alter the ethno-religious demographic balance in the borderlands."

" On the origins of modern humanitarianism in the Middle East, see Keith D. Watenpaugh,
Bread from Stones: The Middle East and the Making of Modern Humanitarianism (Oakland,
CA: University of California Press, 2015).

"> Vladimir Hamed-Troyansky, ‘Circassian Refugees and the Making of Amman, 1878-1914’,
International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 49, No. 4 (2017), pp. 605-23.

" David Cuthell, “The Muhacirin Komisyonu: An Agent in the Transformation of
Ottoman Anatolia, 1860-6" (PhD dissertation, New York: Columbia University, 2005);
Bagak Kale, ‘Transforming an Empire: The Ottoman Empire’s Immigration and Settle-
ment Policies in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries’, Middle Eastern Studies,
Vol. 50, No. 2 (2014), pp. 252-71.

' Ella PFratantuono, ‘Producing Ottomans: Internal Colonization and Social Engineering in
Ottoman Immigrant Settlement’, Journal of Genocide Research, Vol. 21, No. 1 (2019), pp. 1-24.

5 See Dawn Chatty, ‘Refugees, Exiles, and other Forced Migrants in the Late Ottoman
Empire’, Refugee Survey Quarterly, Vol. 32, No. 2 (2013), pp. 35-52.
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In other words, refugees” presence in the borderlands helped the states exercise
their power over the margins of their national territories, while transforming
border zones into a safe haven wherein the former could find protection and
new opportunities. In return, states expected these refugee communities be
loyal to their ‘benefactors’, in Alliance Israélite representative’s terms.

Yet, refugees’ close relationship with the British and the French mandatory
powers, together with their disproportionate presence in the border zones,
also involved some risks. For one thing, the process of border-making in these
borderlands went hand in hand with that of ‘ordering’ — land and people —
and ‘othering’ — that is, rejecting and erecting otherness.'® Refugees and
‘unwanted’ populations were thus the ‘natural’ outcome of a non-written con-
sensus between mandatory powers, nationalist ruling elites and the League of
Nations. Although the minorities treaties and the international refugee regime
designed by the League of Nations attempted to provide minority groups and
refugees with special protections, population transfer and the generation of
refugees were also seen not only as an opportunity to minimise the prospects
of future ethno-religious conflicts, but also as a means for consolidating the
nation state in the region. In sum, ‘creating refugees and welcoming them was
a mutually constitutive process that reproduced discourses of governmentality
and justified modern territorial state’ in the era of new internationalism, ‘while
redefining the limits of belonging’."”

Bordering the Middle East

By the early 1920s, the post-war settlement had introduced a precise territorial
order to the region with a new set of international boundaries. After a decade of
bilateral negotiations and the establishment of the respective frontier commis-

sions, all shared borders between Turkey, Syria and Iraq were drawn on maps,

'® Henk Van Houtum and Ton Van Naerssen, ‘Bordering, Ordering and Othering’, Tijdschrifi
voor Economische en Sociale Geografie, Vol. 93, No. 2 (2002), pp. 125-36.

7 Mark Mazower, No Enchanted Palace: The End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the
United Nations (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2009), pp. 104-48; Glenda
Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2013). See also Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakki Oztan, “Towards Connected Histories
of Refugeedom in the Middle East, Journal of Migration History, Vol. 6, No. 1 (2020),
pp- 1-15 (here p. 2).
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boundary markers were laid down on the ground, and the three states agreed
to introduce procedures to solve common border issues such as cross-border
mobility, the exchange of criminals or fighting against human and animal
diseases through a series of bilateral accords.

Nevertheless, this perceptible diplomatic rapprochement did not wipe
out imperial Franco-British rivalries nor mutual distrust between indepen-
dent Turkey and its southern neighbours — French Syria and British Iraq.
By 1928, for instance, the French Intelligence Services still reported about
sustained links between Ankara and diverse Syrian tribes in order to weaken
French military presence in northern Syria. The same year, the British
acknowledged Turkish manoeuvres to mobilise Iraqi tribes against the man-
datory power to ‘regain’ the Mosul Province.' In turn, Turkish informants
cabled numerous reports to Ankara, stressing French and British support to
Turkey’s enemies — that is, ex-Ottoman Armenians, Kurdish nationalists and
Assyrians settled along Turkey’s southern borders."”

This tension was especially perceptible where territorial uncertainties
remained: notably, the eastern edges of the Turkish—Syrian—Iraqi tri-border
area, also known as ‘Bec de Canard’ (or ‘Duck’s Bill’), and the Jabal Sinjar
on the provisional Syrian—Iraqi frontier. In these sections, the lack of deter-
mination of territorial sovereignty opened the door to a diplomatic trade-off
accompanied by divergent interpretations of the existing maps, as well as which
boundaries constituted the most ‘natural’ borders. Crucially, while the League
of Nations and the relevant state authorities established the corresponding
boundary commissions to ‘scientifically’ delineate the borders in the region,
borderlanders were involved in the boundary-making process in different ways
such as petitioning the League or providing topographical information to the

boundary delegates surveying the area.

' CADN, 1SL/1/V/549. Captain Bonnot to the High Commissioner. Deir ez-Zor, 10 June
1928; TNA, FO 371/13043. “Turkish Activities against Iraq’. Colonial Office to the High
Commissioner. London, 21 September 1928.

' See BCA.030.10.113.771.1 (4 April 1929) on the establishment of the Khoybun League,
a Kurdish-Armenian committee based in Syria and Lebanon seeking to establish a Kurdish
and Armenian states in Eastern Anatolia; on the alleged British support to Assyrian tribes
against Turkish national security, see BCA.030.10.230.548.8, 24 July 1930.
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The first boundary delineation procedure that highlighted all these com-
plexities was the Turkish—Iraqi border. Geographer Richard Schofield consid-
ers that overall ‘Traqg’s territorial definition was essentially a consequence of its
position at the edge of several discrete imperial episodes in which Britain was
centrally involved’.*” Hence, the imperial strategic imperative of maintaining
the Persian Gulf under British control and securing a land corridor through
today’s Iraq not only dictated how territorial limits were forged, ‘but also often
resulted in boundaries drawn for very particular reasons’.”’ Consequently, the
work of the successive boundary commissions operated with closely defined
parameters and their flexibility for territorial revision was generally limited, for
‘the contextual strategic die had been cast at a much earlier stage’.” Such was
the case, according to Schofield with the Irag-Turkey boundary, which had
been identified as a strategic frontier by the British as early as 1915, in accor-
dance with the recommendations advanced by the de Bunsen Committee;™
that is, safeguarding a mountainous, ‘natural’ boundary running to the north
of Mosul’s Ottoman provincial limits, as well as putting together the latter with
two other Ottoman provinces, namely, Baghdad and Basra. Overall, ‘despite
many twists and turns in strategic thinking in the years that followed, the de
Bunsen commission had drawn a blueprint’ for the Turkish—Iraqi boundary
that the Mosul Commission simply confirmed in 1925.%

While the ubiquity of British imperial visions in the Middle Eastern region
in the post-war period is undeniable, the resulting Turkish—Iragi boundary
was not merely the ‘natural’ outcome of the former. As seen in the previous
chapter, between 1919 and 1922, the Anatolian resistance movement threat-
ened British control over the northern fringes of the Mosul Province through

its alliances with local tribal leaders, resulting in a series of British military

%% Richard N. Schofield, ‘Laying it Down in Stone: Delimiting and Demarcating Iraq’s Bound-
aries by Mixed International Commissior’, Journal of Historical Geography, Vol. 34, No. 3
(2008), pp. 397421 (here p. 398).

*! Ibid.

** Ibid.

* For a comprehensive analysis of the British cartographic work on the Middle Easter region
until the early 1920s, see Daniel Foliard, Dislocating the Orient: British Maps and the Making
of the Middle East (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017).

24 Richard N. Schofield, ‘Laying it Down in Stoné’, p. 398.
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setbacks and the subsequent withdrawal of British positions southwards.
Crucially, without an active policy combining RAF aerial intervention, the
co-optation of ‘loyal’ Kurdish tribes, the settlement of Assyrian refugees in
the Kurdish districts of Dohuk, Zakho and Aqra in 1921, and the recruit-
ment of Assyrians into the Levies, by the time the Mosul Commission toured
the region, the security context and thus its final decision would have been
radically different.

Yet, once all obstacles had been overcome, the boundary delimitation pro-
cess went extremely fast, by all standards. From November 1924 to March
1925, a special three-member sub-commission, appointed by the League,
investigated the boundary problem. Its recommendation, the following
July, was that the ‘Brussels Line’ be accepted as the international boundary
between Turkey and Iraq. The dispute was then referred to the Permanent
Court of International Justice at The Hague for advisory opinion, and, by
November, the Court recommended awarding the former Mosul Vilayet to
Iraq. Subsequently, the Ankara Treaty signed on 5 June 1926 between the
United Kingdom, Iraq and Turkey, instituted that the Iraq—Turkey boundary
was to follow the ‘Brussels Line’. Demarcation of the boundary was to be
undertaken as soon as possible and a permanent Frontier Commission was
established to meet at least once every six months to address all the relevant
frontier issues. In addition, a frontier zone was set up, 75km wide (45 miles)
on cither side of the boundary, within which each country would seek to
ensure that no raids and other hostile acts took place across the border.

Turkish and British sources coincide in depicting the delimitation works
as having gone smoothly,” despite some practical problems such as the dif-
ficulties due to the mountainous terrain® and the long meetings ‘devoted to
correcting the names for the map’.” The Turkish-Iraq Frontier Delimitation
Commission started work on 20 March 1927 and finished by signing the
report on 23 September of the same year. During this period, fifty-eight
meetings were held and ninety-nine boundary stones erected. They decided

to place the Turkish crescent cut in the stone on the one side, and the

> Aksam, 28 May 1928.
2 TNA, CO 730/113/3. L. Nalder, Frontier Delimitation Commissioner. Beduh, 20 June 1927.
¥ 'TNA, CO 730/113/3. L. Nalder, Frontier Delimitation Commissioner. Gerana, 9 August 1927.
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seven-pointed Iraqi star on the opposite side, while the number of the pillar
(in Arabic numerals) was to be cut into the remaining two sides.”® During
the delimitation procedures, few rectifications were made, except for the area
south of the Turkish villages of Aluman and Ashuta, which were allocated to
Turkey, as a favour, in order to include in Turkish territory a road connecting
these two points.”” While the border post at Zakho would become the main
gateway for trade between Turkey and Iraq after 1924, a series of administra-
tive buildings, border posts and checkpoints completed the web of border
infrastructures that regulated cross-border mobility thereafter.”

The resolution of the Mosul Affair paved the way for the ensuing delim-
itation of the Turkish—Syrian boundary. Indeed, as soon as the League of
Nations allocated Mosul to mandatory Iraq, France accelerated its diplomatic
contacts with Turkey to sign a ‘Good Neighborhood Treaty’ on 30 May 1926,
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Figure 2.1 Illustration of the pillars erected along the Turkish—Iraqi border
in 1927.
Source: Redrawn by the author, TNA, CO 730/113/4.

¥ TNA, CO 730/113/3. L. Nalder, Frontier Delimitation Commissioner. Beduh, 20 June 1927.

** LON, R58/1/17502/44571. ‘Report to the League of Nations on the Administration of
Iraq, April 1923-4’, p. 64.

2 TNA, CO 730/113/3. L. Nalder, Frontier Delimitation Commissioner. Robozak, 20 May 1927.
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only six days before the latter signed the Treaty of Ankara with Great Britain
on Mosul.” Yet, the Turkish-Syrian boundary-making process proved to be
rather complex. The Ankara Treaty or Franklin-Boullion Agreement of 20
October 1921 had established a provisional borderline running in the west
across the coastal town of Payas and extending eastward, passing to the south
of Kilis and arriving directly at the train station of Cobanbey. Thence, it
followed the Baghdad Railway until Nusaybin station. From there, it went
along the ‘old road’ to Jazirat ibn Umar, where it rejoined the Tigris River.
The areas of Jazirat ibn Umar and Nusaybin remained in Turkey, but the two
governments had the same rights of access to this road. In addition, France
obtained the Sanjaq of Alexandretta on condition it granted the latter a form
of autonomy to protect the minority rights of the Turkish population, as well
as some financial concessions upon the Baghdad Railway and mineral mines.
Finally, the treaty foresaw the establishment of a Franco-Turkish Commis-
sion to demarcate the international boundary.

At the Lausanne Conference of 1923, however, both sides seemed to
evaluate new thoughts about the frontier. On the one hand, Foreign Min-
ister [smet Inonii received a telegram from Ankara in which he was pressed
to claim a boundary lying much further south when compared to the 1921
treaty.”” On the other hand, when the Turkish delegation requested that
the borderline foreseen by the Ankara Accord be included in the Treaty of
Lausanne, the French initially rejected the demand.” Although the Treaty
of Lausanne did eventually retain the provisional frontier as per the Ankara
Accord, such diplomatic moves announced further tensions. Despite resum-
ing the frontier negotiations with France in April 1925, the Turks erected
several military posts on the stretch between Nusaybin and Jazirat ibn Umar,
that is, beyond the provisional frontier. In doing so, they hoped to impede
the advance of French troops towards the Tigris.

’' See Miizehher Yamag, ‘Fransiz Diplomatik Belgerinde Tiirkiye-Suriye Stnir Sorunu, 1918
40°, Belleten, Vol. 82 (2018), p. 1159.

%2 Seha L. Meray, Lozan Baris Konferansi, Tutanaklar, Belgeler, Volume 2 (Istanbul: Yapi Kredi
Yayinlari, 2011), p. 343.

3 Ismet Inonii, Hatrralar (Ankara: Bilgi Yayinevi, 2014), p. 117.
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Although cross-border infringements represented a cause for concern for
both parties, it was the developments unfolding elsewhere that provided the
incentive to attend to these problems. On the one hand, the eruption of the
Shaykh Said rebellion in early 1925 reminded Ankara of the significance of
cooperating with the French vis-a-vis cross-border circuits that could easily
get out of control.”* In that regard, the definitive annexation of the Mosul
Province by Iraq meant the loss of a predominantly Kurdish territory which
Turkey could not effectively monitor. Similarly, the arrival of thousands of
Kurdish refugees in this Syrian region was viewed by Turkey as a dangerous
development, because from that moment onwards, new Kurdish populations
‘feeling nothing but hate’ for the Turks would evade Ankara’s authority.”
On the other hand, the outbreak of the Great Syrian Revolt in the sum-
mer of 1925 in Hauran made the French grasp ‘the danger of allowing this
Turco-French controversy to drag on while the internal crisis in the French-
mandated territory continued unabated’.*

Within this context, Turkey and Syria signed the ‘Convention of
Friendship and Good Neighbourly Relations’ on 30 May 1926. It provided
for arbitration of disputes, disposal of the goods of the absent, quarantine,
railway, customs and frontier matters.” In its Article 16, the convention fore-
saw the call for a mediator to solve the frontier issue. This convention divided
the boundary into three sectors: from the locality of Payas to Cobanbey; from
Cobanbey to Nusaybin; and, finally, from Nusaybin to Jazirat ibn Umar.
Rapid progress was made in sectors one and two. The third sector, however,
remained an issue of contention as the Turkish and French delegations held
different interpretations about the precise track of the ‘old road’ between

Nusaybin and Jazirat ibn Umar, where it was to join the Tigris.

¥ TNA, FO 424/538, ‘“Turkey: Annual Report, 1925, p. 11.

% CADN, 1SL/1/V/549. The High Commissioner to His Excellency the Minister of Foreign
Affairs. Beirut, 28 April 1927.

* Yiicel Giiglii, “The Controversy Over the Delimitation of the Turco-Syrian Frontier in
the Period between the Two World Wars', Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 42, No. 4 (2006),
pp. 641-57 (here p. 645).

% Ibid.
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For the French, this road was indeed the ‘old Roman road’ starting at
Sevran and connecting directly Nusaybin to Jazirat ibn Umar. For the Turks,
however, there was not one ‘Old Road’, but several ‘old roads’, thereby sug-
gesting as a boundary the one that crossed the area further south.” If accepted,
the proposed borderline would give Turkey a post on the right bank of the
river affording direct contact with Iraqi territory — a scenario that, in turn,
raised British concerns. From a military point of view, Turkish territorial gains
in the Syrian wedge would certainly lead the French to abandon the entire
Upper Jazira, providing the Turks with an accessible route for their army in
case of an open conflict with Britain.”” From an administrative perspective,
the British High Commission also considered that the ‘Duck’s Bill’ should
be Syrian, for if the Turkish proposal were to be implemented, ‘it would be
more difficult even than it is at present to obtain satisfaction in the case of
trans-frontier raids, as the Turkish and Syrian governments respectively would
naturally throw the blame on each other in doubtful cases’.*’

Given the lack of consensus on certain stretches, a mixed international com-
mission led by Danish General Ernst started its work in March 1927. When the
commission asked borderlanders about the precise location of the ‘Old Road’,
the latter confirmed that there were indeed two roads to be taken into consid-
eration: ‘Darb al-Antik’ (Old Road) — as per the French proposal and ‘Darb
al-Sultani (Sultan’s Road) — according to the Turkish version.* Against this
backdrop, the Turkish delegation suggested a third track as a boundary between
the two countries, making Demir Kapu a tri-border nexus. Nonetheless, the

¥ CADN, 36/PO/1/149. Turkish Delegation (Jemal Bey). Nusaybin, 22 November 1927.

¥ TNA, FO 371/ 11454. “Turkish attack on Khanik’. Colonial Office (London), 18 January
1926; TNA, FO 371/12305. The British High Commissioner in Baghdad (H. Dobbs) to
Foreign Office (London). Baghdad, 4 April 1927.

“ TNA, CO 732/31/4. The British High Commissioner in Baghdad (H. Dobbs) to Colonial
Office (London). Baghdad, 19 September 1928.

41 See Soheila Mameli-Ghaderi, ‘Le tracé de la frontiére entre la Syrie et la Turquie (1921-9)’,
Guerres mondiales et conflits contemporains, Vol. 207, No. 3 (2002), p. 133. Both delegations
claimed that the other contentious party had put pressure on Bedouins, Yazidis and peasants
in order to support their respective allegations before the International Frontier Commission.

CADN, 36/PO/1/149. Turkish Delegation (Jemal Bey). Nusaybin, 22 November 1927.
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French rejected this alternative for it took away from Syria one of the most
watered and potentially productive areas of the Upper Jazira. As General Ernst
backed the French version, the Turkish delegation withdrew and asked for bilat-
eral negotiations to commence immediately. Meanwhile, Turkish newspapers
rejected the proposed boundary for two main reasons: the prevailing insecurity
along the borderline since the establishment of the French Mandate in Syria,
and its ‘inequitable’ character, in particular on the west.*

Following multiple consultations, the two countries signed a protocol
on 22 June 1929, elaborating in detail the boundary demarcation between
Nusaybin and Jazirat ibn Umar. According to this protocol, in which many
of the previously granted Turkish demands were taken back, the boundary
was declared to follow the ‘old Roman road’, which, in turn, was to fully fall
into Turkish territory. With regard to the Mersin—Adana—Tarsus railroad, the
French maintained their right to management of the line between Bozanti to
Nusaybin and thence of the eventual extension to Mosul.

The works of the bilateral Commission of Delimitation in the ‘third sec-
tion’ ended in 1930. During the process, Turkish and French border authori-
ties agreed to use white stones for marking the borderline. Ultimately, the
French ‘recovered’ Cobanbey and a territorial strip of 800km® comprising 101
villages, including the third sector. In exchange for eighty Kurdish villages
conceded to Turkey, France obtained the incorporation of eighty-five villages
with access to the Tigris. To the French officer Louis Dillemann, the agree-
ment with Turkey was not a diplomatic victory but, mainly, a return to ‘the
old system of reciprocal concessions.*

The delimitation of the Turkish-Syrian boundary, together with the
pending termination of the British Mandate over Iraq, accelerated in turn
the delimitation of the Syrian—Iraqi border. Prior to the French occupa-
tion of Damascus in July 1920, King Faysal and Sir Percy Cox, British
High Commissioner in Iraq, signed the so-called Leachman Accord on the

2 See ‘Tirkiye ve Suriye’, Cumburiyet, 7 January 1928, p. 1. On 10 October 1928, Milliyet
denounced Franco-Kurdish cooperation in the Upper Jazira, thereby provoking insecurity
and anarchy in the Duck’s Bill area.

“ Louis Dillemann, ‘Les Frangais en Haute Djézirel’, Revue Frangaise d’Histoire d’ Outre-Mer,

t. LXVI (1979), p. 54.
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provisional frontier between Syrian and Iraq, which would constitute the
basis for the Franco-Convention of 23 December 1920. According to the
latter, the

boundaries between the territories under the French Mandate of Syria and
Lebanon on the one hand and the British Mandates of Mesopotamia and
Palestine on the other are determined as follows: on the east, the Tigris from
Jazirat ibn Umar to the boundaries of the former Vilayets of Diyarbakir
and Mosul.

On the south-east and south, ‘the aforesaid boundary of the former vilayets
southwards as far as Roumelan Kewi thence a line leaving in the territory
under the French Mandate the entire basin of the western Khabur and passing
in a straight line towards the Euphrates which it crosses at Abu Kamal.**

At the time of the Franco-British accord, both mandatory powers were
satisfied with a rather vague designation of their mutual zones of influence in
the region; the precise delimitation of the common frontier was considered as
worthless, for ‘no Government will exercise effective control over the Syrian
desert . . . governments are concerned only with the administration of settled
districts’.* Against this backdrop, a sort of division of labour regarding the
maintenance of security and policing of the region gave this responsibility
to the British for the population on both sides, putting de facto Jabal Sinjar
under British administration.*® Furthermore, the French admitted no restric-
tion on their sovereignty, except a reciprocal renunciation of the right to
create permanent military posts.”” By 1929, however, French appraisal of the

situation in this borderland shifted as France’s presence in the Jazira was by

“ Richard N. Schofield (ed.) Arabian Boundary Disputes (Farham Common: Archive Editions,
1992), p. 355.

® Comments quoted in Note by India Office titled ‘Settlement of Turkey and Arabian
Peninsula’, 30 November 1918, reproduced in Richard N. Schofield (ed.) Arabian Boundary
Disputes, p. 355.

“ Inga Brandell, State Frontiers: Borders and Boundaries in the Middle East (London and New
York: I. B. Tauris, 20006), p. 14.

7 TNA, FO 371/12304/E1678/162/89. ‘Franco-Syrian Right of Entry into de facto Iraq
Zone'. London, 9 April 1927.
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then consolidated. Thus, although in the past France had not pressed her full
claim in practice over the provisional frontier, the French High Commis-
sioner requested now a ‘just’ frontier treaty between France and Britain.

At first, the British rejected French claims over the Sinjar, for they considered
that securing the unity of the Yazidi Mountain would ease its administrative
management.”® Yet, it appeared from the start that the French High Commis-
sioner was ready to cede western Sinjar to British Iraq only on condition of a
favourable global settlement of the Syro—Iragi and Syro—Transjordanian border
— especially in the Yamurk Valley — under the egis of the League of Nations.” In
addition, the indication that west Sinjar might have oil resources led the French
mandatory power to adopt a firm position on the Jabal within the context of
the ongoing Franco-British rivalry in the region.”® Given a prolonged exchange
of dispatches addressing procedural problems and the subsequent lack of agree-
ment, the Syrian—Iraqi frontier dispute was eventually submitted to the League
of Nations. Thereafter, the League appointed a special commission to tour the
area to clarify the course of the Iraq-Syria boundary.

The commission started work in February 1932. As expected, the delimi-
tation of the northern portions of the Syrian—Iraqi boundary along the
Jabal Sinjar was the most contentious part. In the Ottoman times, the area
southwest of Tel Rumailan belonged to either Baghdad or Mosul Provinces.
According to the Franco-British convention of 1920, a provisional boundary-
line ran from Abu Kamal to Tel Rumailan. Yet, while on the maps in use at
the time such a line gave the whole of the Jabal to Iraq, it soon appeared
that it actually cut Jabal Sinjar in two and crisscrossed the city of Abu Kamal
on the Euphrates. Yet, to facilitate the circulation and management of the
frontier in this area, the 1920 definition was shifted westwards at Jabal Sinjar
and eastwards at Abu Kamal. Thereafter, the commission was entrusted with
the mission of delineating the most ‘natural’ boundary that would have a less

negative impact on borderlanders’ economic and social relations.

“ CADN, 1SL/1/V/1518. Residency (Baghdad) to the French High Commissioner (Beirut).
Baghdad, 31 January 1929.

“ CADN, 1SL/1/V/1518. French High Commissioner (Beirut) to the British Residency
(Baghdad). Beirut, 31 March 1923.

°* CADN, 1SL/1/V/1529. ‘Le Sindjar’. Intelligence Report, Euphrates Region, 14 August 1929.
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Within this context, French and British mandatory powers advanced
opposing arguments — mainly of a topographical and economic tenor — to
claim their sovereignty over Jabal Sinjar, while encouraging local dwellers
to support their respective views. Records from the border authorities show
that these endeavours had started earlier, though. By December 1929, French
interference in the western portions of the Jabal Sinjar — mainly propaganda
activities and collecting taxes among borderlanders — were already lamented
by the British for ‘these intrigues are causing considerable uneasiness in the
Jabal and as the Yazidis are an excitable people may lead to serious events’.”!
Such activities were nonetheless reinforced by early 1931 when the French
sent some agents to the Jabal Sinjar to spread rumours among the local
Yazidis about the upcoming military occupation of the mountain.”> A few
months later, French activities apparently bore some results, as an increasing
number of Yazidis believed that ‘it had been finally decided that the Balad
Sinjar would be included in French Syria’.”’

In turn, the British encouraged Yazidi leaders to claim their Iraqi loyalty
to the League of Nations. In 1932, several Yazidi representatives sent a peti-
tion to the Frontier Commission where they declared that ‘we are Iraqis by
nationality’ and ‘since our childhood and up to the present times, we have
never had any trading business with the Syrians’.** Consequently, Sinjari
traders voiced their desire for the inclusion of the Jabal in Iraq on the grounds
of their traditional economic interests tightly connected to Mosul.” The
British mandatory authorities advanced other concerns, such as the survival
of religious networks in order to press for the indivisibility of Jabal Sinjar.
To the British, the division of the Yazidi Mountain would involve a serious
interference into the religious lives of the local population, as the major Yazidi
pilgrimage centres were located in Iraqi territory. Meanwhile, the assessors

for the commission completed their investigation of the borderlands between

ST TNA, AIR 23/94. Memorandum from the Administrative Inspector at Mosul liwa. Mosul,
16 January 1930.

2 TNA, AIR 23/94. Intelligence report. Mosul, 28 February 1931.

> TNA, AIR 23/95. Intelligence report. Mosul, 27 August 1931.

> TNA, AIR 23/95. Fortnightly report. Mosul, 22 April 1932.

> TNA, AIR 23/95. Fortnightly report. Mosul, 7 May 1932.
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March and May 1932, to study the area, visit the villages and question the
local dwellers.

Fearing a potential diplomatic setback, the Iragi authorities also inter-
vened in the dispute by reassuring the League of Nations of their intention to
fulfil the aspirations of the Iragi ‘minority groups’, including the local Yazidi
population. These same anxieties led the British to seek a bilateral accord with
France aside from the League of Nations final deliberation. Thus, although
the recommendation of the Frontier Commission eventually supported
British arguments in its report presented to the League Council in October
1932, France and Britain made a territorial arrangement in parallel, by which
Jabal Sinjar was incorporated into Iraq, while Abu Kamal and the entire basin
of the river Khabur were included in Syria.*

On 14 February 1933, the Council in Geneva appointed Swiss Colonel
Frédéric Iselin as president of the Frontier Commission to demarcate the bor-
derline. A month later, the commission commenced its works and by April
12, it had demarcated the line west of the Euphrates, that is, from Leachman’s
Pillar, Abu Kamal, to Jabal Tanf. Yet, when the commission arrived in the
Duck’s Bill, the tasks were undertaken in an atmosphere of mutual recrimi-
nation and mistrust to the extent that Sabih Beg — the Iraqi representative —
withdrew from the commission and Colonel Iselin retired to Syria. According
to British accounts, Colonel Iselin was accused of partiality towards the French,
‘with the result that on his ruling the Iragis lost territory of potential value
west of the Euphrates and of considerable value in the Jabal Sinjar’. In addi-
tion, the President of the Commission instructued the Iraqi delegation that
the final sector of the frontier on the Duck’s Bill, between Rumeilan Kewi
and Faysh Khabur, should run in a straight line, without any regard for local
topographical considerations.”

When Colonel Iselin telegraphed Geneva asking to be recalled, the
French informed the British that, should the president give up his mis-
sion, the French government would consider the whole frontier question
‘reopened’. In these circumstances, the British advisers in Baghdad proposed

* Nelida Fuccaro, The Other Kurds, pp. 148-9.
7 TNA, WO 181/1. British Embassy in Baghdad, 24 May 1933.
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that the Iraqi government accept the President’s ruling despite its ‘defects’.”®
Following the erection of boundary pillars, except for a small section in the
extreme north — that is, between Faysh Khabur and the Jabal Sinjar — the two
countries concluded a Franco-Iraqi agreement on 3 July 1933.” As foreseen by
the British advisors, in later negotiations the Iragi government obtained further
readjustments on this section in exchange for concessions southwards between
the Jabal Sinjar and Abu Kemal.*® Although the French mandatory power
delayed the signature of the ‘Convention of Friendship and Good Neighbourly
Relations” with the Iragi government for three years, its ultimate signature in
1937, together with the rise of the National Bloc’s political influence in Damas-
cus, were celebrated by the Arab nationalist newspapers on both sides of the bor-
der as a preliminary step to achieve political and economic unity between the
two countries, bound by a shared struggle against European colonialism.'
Southwards, in contrast, the process of boundary delimitation went
smoothly and, as César Jaquier argues, a ‘mobile’ border made up of several
border posts and checkpoints erected across the Syrian Desert throughout the
1920s and early 1930s accompanied, or even preceded the demarcation of
the border itself. Indeed, as French and British authorities attempted to con-
trol and manage cross-border mobility along the trans-desert route between
Damascus and Baghdad, several customs and border posts on both the Syrian
and Iraqi side of the provisional border emerged further upstream, constitut-
ing the early infrastructure of the future Syrian—Iraqi border. Moreover, as this
author shows, too, French and British authorities had to adapt the location
of their checkpoints and customs posts to the car circuits crossing the Syrian
Desert, rather than the other way round. In other words, trans-desert routes
and practices of mobility determined the organisation and infrastructure of

the Syrian—Iraqi border,*> a dynamic that supports two interrelated arguments

% Ibid.

*> LON, C.413.1933.VI. ‘Frontier between Iraq and Syria. Work of the Demarcation
Commission’. Geneva, 3 July 1933.

% TNA, WO 181/1. Completion of the demarcation of the Syrian boundary. Baghdad, 29
May 1933.

6! See the summaries of articles on this agreement published in several Syrian and Iraqi news-
papers in CADN, 1SL/1/V/637.

62 César Jaquier, ‘Motor Cars and Transdesert Traffic: Channelling Mobilities between Iraq
and Syria, 1923-30’, in Jordi Tejel and Ramazan Hakki Oztan (eds), Regimes of Mobility:
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advanced by borderlands scholars. First, borders are not just territorial border-
lines, but rather social and political institutions that evolve over time. As such,

borders are always in motion.*

Ordering and ‘Othering’ Borderlands and Beyond

Scholars have long pointed to the strong contingent relationship between
the emergence of the nation state with its ‘national borders’ and the gener-
ation of large-scale refugee movements,” to the extent that in the modern
era, refugees are created in the interaction of displaced people and borders
and are indeed otherwise hard to understand.”®’ In that regard, state- and
border-making processes convey a paradoxical effect: on the one hand,
‘borders are erected to erase territorial ambiguity and ambivalent identities
in order to shape a unique and cohesive order’; on the other, they ‘create new

66

or reproduce latently existing differences in space and identity’.*® Against

this backdrop, scholars such as Paolo Novak and Robert Sack argue that it is
important to explore how territoriality reveals itself through the inscription
of state-centred discourses and practices”” — in other words, how ‘boundaries
actively order space’ and consequently the populations bound up with them.®
Houtum and Naerssen, however, point out that ‘ordering’ people and lands
also entails an ‘othering’ process. Historically, the interwar years constitute

in that sense a key period in the Middle East, for, as elsewhere, ‘defining the

Borders and State Formation in the Middle East, 1918-46 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2022), pp. 228-55.

% Victor Konrad, “Toward a ‘Theory of Borders in Motion', Journal of Borderlands Studies, Vol.
30, No. 1 (2015), pp. 1-17.

% Aristide Zolberg et al., ‘International Factors in the Formation of Refugee Movements’,
International Migration Review, Vol. 20, No. 2 (1986), pp. 151-69.

% Randall Hansen, ‘State controls: Borders, Refugees, and Citizenship’, in Elena Fiddina
Qasmiyeh et al. (eds), 7he Oxford Handbook of Refugee and Forced Migration Studies
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), pp. 1-2.

% Henk van Houtum and Ton Van Naerssen, ‘Bordering, Ordering and Othering’, p. 126.

57 Robert Sack defines territoriality as the ‘attempt by an individual or social group (in this
case, the state) to affect, influence and control people, phenomena and relationships by
delimiting and asserting control over a geographical area (here, the national territory)’.
Robert David Sack, Human Territorializy: Its Theory and History (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986), p. 1.

8 Paolo Novak, “The Flexible Territoriality of Borders', Geopolitics, Vol. 16, No. 4 (2011), p. 743.
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boundaries of the new “nation-states” was the best way to demonstrate who
belonged to them and who was excluded from them’.””

Refugees were, however, not the only by-product of the emerging interna-
tional system. Victorious powers at the peace conference of 1919 embraced
nationality politics and imposed a series of treaties or declarations to the new
nation states created in Central and Eastern Europe after the disintegration of
the defeated empires, with special provisions for the protection of ‘minorities’.”
This top-down approach, however, made things worse, for ‘East European lead-
ers rushed to strengthen their claims to the territory by forcing out members
of different groups whom they did not wish to include in their new nation-
states’.”! In so doing, by the early 1920s, the ‘minority’ and ‘refugee’ issues had
thus become tightly connected within the international system promoted by
the League of Nations.

Admittedly, post-Ottoman nation states became a powerful instrument in
generating statelessness, refugees and ‘minorities’, who, in some cases — for exam-
ple, Armenians and Assyrians in Syria and Iraq — were the same communities. On
the one hand, nationalist elites passed laws to avoid the return of the displaced
and elaborated a political discourse that tended to make non-core groups ‘alien’
to the emerging national identity.”” On the other hand, statelessness, refugees and
minority regimes constituted the very raison d’étre of post-war mechanisms of
international authority, such as the League of Nations and the mandates in the
Middle East. In other words, the spirit of the mandate system, as framed by the
founders of the League in 1920, ‘was the reformulation of essentially imperial

ideas about race, civilization, and sovereignty’ — already present in the Berlin Act

® Asher Kaufman, Contested Frontiers in the Syria-Lebanon-Israel Region (Washington, DC:
Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2014), p. 34.

7 Fifteen agreements on minority protection were concluded in Paris paralleling the spirit of
the Minority Treaty between the Principal Allied and Associated Powers and Poland, signed
on 28 June 1919. See Carole Fink, “The League of Nations and the Minority Question’,
World Affairs, Vol. 157, No. 4 (1995), pp. 197-205.

7! Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea (London: Penguin Books,
2012), p. 156.

7> Harris Mylonas, 7he Politics of Nation-Building: Making Co-Nationals, Refugees, and Minorities
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. xx.
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of 1885 — ‘into an emerging discourse of international law that purported to be
essentially non (though not anti-) imperial’.”?

In independent Turkey, much like prior to the First World War, the war-
fare which was going on in Anatolia, along with the Western occupation of
certain portions of the collapsing Ottoman Empire, fostered a perception
among Turkish nationalists of non-Muslim populations as potential fifth
columns in the hands of imperialist powers. For one thing, by supporting
the British and French armies on frontlines such as Western and Southern
Anatolia, ex-Ottoman Christians were identified as a threat to Anatolian
territorial independence.”* Once the Greek and Armenian supplementary
forces withdrew from Anatolia between 1921 and 1922, the remaining
non-Muslim populations constituted the last obstacle to achieving national
homogeneity, increasingly associated with the ruling Turkish-Muslim
core-group.”’

The first move towards national homogenisation led to the population
transfer of about 1,350,000 Greeks from the Aegean region. Further, the Treaty
of Lausanne, signed a year later, authorised the forced transfer of Greeks and
Turks to places other than Istanbul and Eastern Thrace.”® Thereafter, thou-
sands of Greeks, Armenians and Jews were compelled to leave Turkey. The
fate of the properties left behind by these people, both during the war and
immediately after it, became a key issue in the early days of the new Turkish
Parliament. Tellingly, the first laws and regulations that appeared in the repub-
lican period primarily dealt with legal aspects of the abandoned Armenian and
Greek properties seized in 1915. In addition, new regulations were passed to
impede the return of all non-Muslims found abroad and to limit internal travel.

A law signed on 5 September 1923 explicitly targeted Armenians, Assyrians

73 Laura Robson, 7he Politics of Mass Violence in the Middle East (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2020), p. 57.

74 Ryan Gingeras, Sorrowful Shores: Violence, Ethnicity, and the End of the Ottoman Empire,
1912-23 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

75 Soner Cagaptay, Islam, Secularism, and Nationalism in Modern Turkey: Who is a Turk?
(London and New York: Routledge, 2006).

76 Onur Yildirim, Diplomacy and Displacement: Reconsidering the Turco-Greek Exchange of
Populations, 1922-34 (New York: Routledge, 20006).
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and Greeks: ‘those cooperating with the enemy who flee or emigrate from our
country or went with a foreign passport or laissez-passer, and Ottoman Greeks
subject to population exchange cannot return’.””

Unsurprisingly, the new Turkish Parliament reacted against the actions of the
League of Nations to secure the protection of ‘minority groups’ on the grounds
that its proposals were part of an imperialist project, which was in neat con-
tradiction to the Turkish political elite’s vision of having a homeland ‘without
debts, without minorities, with complete sovereignty’.”® The solution to Turkey’s
challenges was not granting privileges to otherwise disloyal Ottoman subjects,
but rather achieving homogeneity inside the national boundaries through either
assimilation or expulsion of all non-Muslims elements.”

Even though most scholars highlight that the Treaty of Lausanne and
its minority rights clauses had an impact on the subsequent laws issued by
the Turkish government to deter Christians living abroad from returning to
their homeland, the de facto recognition of Turkey’s provisional frontiers with
Syria and Iraq provoked further concrete effects — namely, an unofficial cam-
paign to free the border zones from ‘unwanted” populations. By late 1923,
the Armenians from Urfa and its surrounding villages were expelled from
their houses and lands, which were subsequently confiscated by the govern-
ment under the pretext that the owners had abandoned them. In the process,
wealthy landowners and tribal chiefs were rewarded for their involvement
in the Independence Movement and for their loyalty to the new regime by
receiving the ‘abandoned properties’.*

Furthermore, although the Treaty of Lausanne provided non-Muslims
with a rather restrictive interpretation of minority clauses — notably, religious

freedom — the treaty was an issue of concern for the Turkish Parliament, for

77 Umit Kurt, ‘Revising the Legal Infrastructure for the Confiscation of Armenian and Greek
Wealth: An Analysis of the CUP Years and the Early Modern Republic’, Middle Eastern
Studies, Vol. 53, No. 5 (2017), pp. 700-23 (here p. 710).

7 TBMM 3.11.1338/1922, p. 372. Cited in Yesim Bayar, “The League of Nations, Minorities,
and Post-Imperial Turkey’, Journal of Historical Sociology, Vol. 33, No. 1 (2020), pp. 172-83
(here p. 178).

7 TBMM 4.1.1339/1923. Cited in Ibid. p- 180.

8% Miislim Akalin, Cumburiyet Halk Firkast Urfa Heyet-i Ideresi Mukarrerat Defieri, 1924—6
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it opened the door to individual repatriation for non-Muslim refugees. In
this environment, the Grand National Assembly hotly debated the new
Turkish Constitution and the precise definition of “Turkish citizenship’.
While some deputies argued for an ethnic definition of Turkishness as
‘possessing Turkish culture’, eventually Article 88 of the 1924 Constitution
coined a rather vague definition of Turkish citizenship in order to comply
with Article 39 of the Treaty of Lausanne and minority clauses. According
to this definition, ‘the people of Turkey, regardless of their religion and race
would, in terms of citizenship, be called “Turk™.*" Nevertheless, ensuing
laws secured a further restrictive understanding of Turkish citizenship and
imposed new limitations to the right of return to Turkey. In that regard, the
1927 Denaturalisation Law established that ‘those Ottoman subjects who
had stayed outside Turkey and did not participate in the National Resistance
during the War of Independence . . . and had not returned since then would
lose their citizenship’.**

Paradoxically, even though Turkish deputies perceived the minority
clauses as an obstacle towards complete sovereignty, the Ankara government
soon realised that the League of Nations’ principles on nationality and state
sovereignty indirectly supported its internal policies geared towards non-
Muslim groups. By legitimising the ‘population exchange’ solution between
Greece and Turkey, as well as the primacy of sovereignty while dealing with
independent states such as Turkey, the League ‘facilitated Turkification as a
means to forge the kind of ethno-national state that was to fit into the global
community of states.”®

Meanwhile, new priorities emerged. In the aftermath of the Shaykh Said
rebellion, the Ankara government devised radical measures to ‘solve’ the
Kurdish problem altogether. Although recent scholarship has shown that the

revolt was the result of a combination of different factors — notably, a reaction

*! Lerna Ekmekgioglu, ‘Republic of Paradox: The League of Nations Minority Protection
Regime and the New Turkey’s Step-citizens’, International Journal of Middle East Studies,
Vol. 46, No. 4 (2014), pp. 657-79 (here p. 670).

% Law No. 1041 cited in Lerna Ekmekgioglu, ‘Republic of Paradox’, p. 671.

% Carolin Liebisch-Giimiis, ‘Embedded Turkification: Nation Building and Violence within
the Framework of the League of Nations, 1919-37’, International Journal of Middle East
Studies, Vol. 52, No. 2 (2020), pp. 229-44 (here p. 243).
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against the abolition of the Caliphate as well as the growing Turkish national-
ist tendencies in the Turkish Parliament — the Ankara government depicted
the uprising as being purely religiously motivated.** More importantly, some
Turkish ruling elites believed that the Kurds were incapable of embracing
modernity and the principles of the new republic. In this context, forced
displacement was seen as a legitimate tool to advance towards the formation
of a new national identity based on two basic pillars: Islam and Turkishness.

While the deportation scheme was not fully implemented, the repression
of the 1925 revolt and the subsequent instability in the region opened the
door to the removal of certain Kurdish families from the Eastern provinces to
central Anatolia, as well as to new episodes of violence against the ‘unwanted’
elements in the southern Turkish borderlands.*” Hence, in April 1926, on
the grounds of a new Kurdish uprising that erupted in the Mardin area, the
Ankara government punished Christians along with the Kurds and Yazidis
from that region. As a result, by mid-April, thousands of Kurds and Yazidis
crossed the border into Iraq on the Nusaybin—Sinjar road and settled in
towns located as far as Mosul.

In addition to forced displacement and the destruction of villages in the
Eastern provinces, the Independence Tribunals that were established to pros-
ecute Shaykh Said and his comrades in 1925 continued to work until 1927,
while expanding their mission; that is, of prosecuting opponents in Turkey.*®
Notwithstanding this, the Ankara government considered that a permanent
structure was needed in order to secure stability across the territory. Hence,
drawing on the Ottoman institutional experience of securing the borderlands
of Thrace and Eastern Anatolia in the early twentieth century, on 26 June
1927, the Turkish government created the General Inspectorate for the Eastern
provinces — an autonomous institution entrusted by the ministry of Interior

with the mission of overseeing the economic, social and, in particular, security

% Hakan Ozoglu, ‘Exaggerating and Exploiting the Shaykh Said Rebellion of 1925 for Political
Gains' New Perspectives on Turkey, Vol. 41 (2009), pp. 181-210.

% CADN, Fonds Ankara, 104. French Embassy (Ankara) to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(Paris). Ankara, 30 November 1927.

% See Mahmut Akyiirekli, Sark Istiklal Mahkemesi, 1925-7 (Istanbul: Tarih Kuliibii Yayinlar1,
2013); Ergiin Aybars, Istiklal Mabkemleri, 19207 (Izmir: Eyliil University, 1988).



REFUGEES, BORDERS AND IDENTITY BOUNDARIES | 99

developments of the predominantly Kurdish provinces.”” Even though the new
authorities had planned to establish this institution by 1922, the Shaykh Said
rebellion gave a definitive push for its creation.*®

Admittedly, violence and removal of populations in the Eastern European
and Middle Eastern borderlands were widely decried by Western powers and
their respective public opinions. Yet, prominent states within the League of
Nations — notably, France and Britain — also saw the potential advantages of
such policies. For one, the ‘ordering’ of land and populations within Turkey
created income refugees and migrants that could be used in French-Syria and
British-Iraq for their own interests in the region: legitimising their presence
in the Arab provinces of the ex-Ottoman Empire by ‘protecting’ existing refu-
gee populations, increasing the proportion of ‘minority groups’ — non-Arab
and/or non-Muslim elements — in the mandatory territories to gain leverage
against Arab nationalists, and using them to consolidate state presence in the
border zones.

It was in the name of the principle of nationality that France first decided
to separate Lebanon from Syria and transform it into a Christian-dominated
nation-state.”” It was in the name of the protection of local ethno-religious
groups that France also divided Syria into distinct statelets — Aleppo and
Damascus for the Sunni population, and distinct administrative units for the
Shia Alawites and Druzes in the early 1920s.” Britain, however, promoted
the creation of a de facto autonomous region in the Sulaimaniya area between
1919 and 1925, while playing off Sunni and Shia Arab Muslims against
each other to avoid the formation of a transversal Iraqi movement against

British rule.” Finally, it was for the sake of refugee protection that France and

% See Celim Kogak, Umumi Miifettislikler, 1927-52 (Istanbul: {letisim, 2010), p. 57 and 76;
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(1947), pp. 237-8.

8 Asher Kaufman, Reviving Phoenicia: The Search for Identity in Lebanon (London: 1. B. Tauris,
2004).

* Philip Khoury, Syria and the French Mandate: The Politics of Arab Nationalism, 1920—45
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1987), pp. 127-48.

! Toby Dodge, Inventing Iraq: The Failure of Nation Building and a History Denied (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2003), pp. 43-100.
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Britain helped shape identity boundaries throughout the mandate period by
encouraging ‘communal survival’ among Armenians and Assyrians in Syria

and Iraq, respectively.

Refugees, Relief and Colonialism: A Complex Relationship

Diverse historians have explored how interwar humanitarianism in the Middle
East was guided by a combination of colonialist interests, prevailing cultural
norms, moral economies and modern forms of humanitarianism.” In that
regard, Keith D. Watenpaugh argues that the League of Nation’s approach
to Armenian refugees settled in Syria and Lebanon encapsulates the main
characteristics of ‘modern humanitarianism’; that is, evolving conceptions of
human dignity and shared humanity ‘subordinated to the demands of twen-
tieth-century nationalism and the persistence of late colonialism’.”” Following
the failure of the project of establishing an Armenian state supported by the
victors of the First World War, the League of Nations developed a special form
of humanitarianism on behalf of the Armenians, which combined two com-
plementary aims: asserting the national rights of the Armenians, on the one
hand, and ‘saving’ the ‘Armenian nation’ from cultural assimilation through
diverse collective and individual welfare instruments, i.e. refugee camps, edu-
cation, employment, distribution of lands, on the other.

Yet, the interplay between humanitarianism, state- and boundary-making
in the interwar Middle East has received less attention. Between 1915 and
1930, around 100,000 Armenians immigrated to Syria. As historians have
observed, the settlement of most Ottoman Armenians in cities such as Aleppo,
Damascus and Beirut in the early 1920s had an enormous impact upon the
host country with an Arab majority; notably, an increasing competition for

%2 Davide Rodogno shows, however, that this was already the case in the nineteenth century,
when European ‘humanitarian interventions’ in the Middle East held a putative humanitarian
motivation on condition that they served their immediate interests. Davide Rodogno, Against
Massacre: Humanitarian Interventions in the Ottoman Empire, 1815-1914 (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2011); See also Keith D. Watenpaugh. “The League of Nations’
Rescue of Armenian Genocide Survivor and the Making of Modern Humanitarianism,
1920-7", American Historical Review, Vol. 115, No. 5 (2010), pp. 1320-21.

% Keith D. Watenpaugh, Bread from Stones, p. 161.
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limited jobs in these urban settings and the development of new neighbour-
hoods for the displaced.” Although numerically less important, the impact of
incoming Armenian, Assyrian and Kurdish refugees located in the northern
fringes of French Syria in the host country was equally significant when it
comes to the evolution of frontier disputes, discourses over national identity
and territoriality in the interwar period. Their role was, however, contingent
on other factors, such as the weak presence of the state in the borderlands.
This was especially the case in the Upper Jazira where, despite the Ankara
Accord of 1921, the Turkish government encouraged anti-French propa-
ganda and cross-border raids to hinder the advance of French troops into the
region well into the mid-1920s.” Ankara’s activities strengthened indirectly
the positions of various unions, opposition parties and anti-colonial commit-
tees in France that raised concerns about the financial viability of maintaining
the mandatory rule in the Levant.” It is within this context, marked by both
external and internal constraints, that the French High Commissioner saw
the launching of a profitable economic programme in Syria as a tool which
could serve to justify its ‘civilising’ mission in the Levant.” This vision was
particularly significant for the Syrian Jazira, where the French hoped to settle

nomadic tribes.”® The agricultural development of the region as such would

% Vah¢ Tatchjian, ‘Des camps de réfugiés aux quartiers urbains: processus et enjeux, in
Reymond Kévorkian et al. (eds), Les Arméniens, 1917-39: La quéte d'un refuge (Beirut:
Presses de I'Université Saint-Joseph, 2006), pp. 112-45.

9 Altug, Seda and Benjamin T. White, ‘Fronti¢re et pouvoir d’Etat: La frontiére turco-syrienne
dans les années 1920 et 1930, Vingtiéme Siécle. Revue d histoire, Vol. 103 (2009), pp. 91-104.

% Paul Huvelin, Que vaut la Syrie? (Marseille: Chambre de Commerce de Marseille, 1919);
Alice Poulleau, A Damas sous les bombes: journal d’une Frangaise pendant la révolution syri-
enne, 1924-6 (Yvetot: Imprimerie Bretteville, s.d.); Pierre Bonnardi, L7mbroglio syrien
(Paris: Rieder, 1927).

7 Christian Velud, ‘La politique mandataire francaise & 'égard des tribus et des zones de
steppe en Syrie: Lexemple de la Djézirelt’, in Riccardo Bocco, Ronald Jaubert and Frangoise
Meétral (eds), Steppes d’Arabie. Etats, pasteurs, agriculteurs et commercants: le devenir des zones
seches (Paris: PUF, 1993), pp. 70-1.

% This was a developmentalist vision that existed for the Jazira since the late Ottoman times. See
Samuel Dolbee, “The Locust and the Starling: People, Insects, and Disease in the Late Ottoman
Jazira and After, 1860-1940’ (PhD dissertation, New York University, 2017), pp. 104-65.



I02 | RETHINKING STATE AND BORDER FORMATION

not only serve the French imperial interests, but also help counter Ankara’s
manoeuvres to extend its influence into this region. Yet, it soon became clear
to the French that the existing Kurdish and Arab nomadic communities were
neither sufficiently large, nor very willing to transition to a settled life. The
French High Commissioner’s solution was to settle the incoming waves of
Christian migrants and refugees from Turkey in the area, most notably the
Armenians and Syriacs, and resettle there thousands of Armenian refugees
who had until-then populated the refugee camps established around cities
such as Beirut and Aleppo.” In legal terms, the distribution of land to these
refugees meant turning uncultivated (mawidt) plots of land, which belonged
to no one, into cultivable ones (72:7i), the latter belonging to the state and thus
susceptible to being awarded to new owners upon condition of exploiting the
land for at least ten years.

By 1925, the French authorities decided to expand this policy and include
Kurdish refugees who had been fleeing repression from the Turkish govern-
ment after the collapse of the Shaykh Said rebellion, while keeping an eye
on Turkish policies against the remnant Christian populations along Turkey’s
southern borderlands. Thus, between 1929 and 1930, as new measures were
taken against Armenian villagers in the Diyarbakir region, 8,000-9,000
Armenian refugees were allowed to settle in the Upper Jazira with the assis-
tance of the League of Nations, the Armenian General Benevolent Union,
Armenian Unions and wealthy Armenians from the diaspora.'” Taken as a
whole, the settlement of these refugees was intended to serve two complemen-
tary goals: stabilising the frontier and increasing the agricultural production
of the Upper Jazira. Finally, in order to protect refugees and their harvests,
the French also granted significant plots of land to the main Bedouin shaykhs
of the Jazira; if they did not want to cultivate themselves, they could hire
Christian and Kurdish refugees to do so instead.

Unsurprisingly, French ‘altruism’ was severely criticised in Turkey. As
the numbers of Kurdish tribal chiefs seeking refuge in both Syria and Iraq

increased, so did the risk of forming dangerous pockets of different groups of

?” Vahé Tatchijan, La France en Cilicie et en Haute-Mésopotamie. Aux confins de la Turquie, de
la Syrie et de ['Irak (Paris: Karthala, 2004).
100 CADN, 1SL/1/V/2544. Letter No. 375. Beirut, 22 December 1929.



REFUGEES, BORDERS AND IDENTITY BOUNDARIES | 103

Kurdish opponents along Turkey’s southern borders. In such circumstances,
the First General Inspectorate published on 23 May 1928 the terms of an
amnesty addressed to Kurdish leaders who had participated in revolts against
the republic. Although this amnesty officially applied to the Kurds living
in Turkey, several tribal leaders and exiled intellectuals based in Syria and
Iraq obtained permission to return to their homes. In that setting, Kurdish
refugees became subject to a strong competition between Turkey and French-
Syria. For the latter, Kurdish chiefs had become key actors in stabilising the
Turkish—Syrian border as well as in encouraging the settlement of thousands
of Kurdish peasants — a necessary condition for increasing the exploitation
of Jazira’s soil. French authorities reacted by granting salaries to some para-
mount leaders as well as encouraging Kurdish nationalist leaders based in the
Levant to spread propaganda among Kurdish tribes against the Ankara proc-
lamation.'"" Against this backdrop, the editor of Milliyet and deputy for Siirt,
Mahmud Bey, accused the French administration in Syria of perverting every
effort to prevent the Kurdish refugees from returning to Turkey.'”

In the face of Turkish critiques for settling ‘unwanted’ populations along
the Turkish—Syrian border, the French sometimes advanced humanitarian
reasons, and at other times practical factors such as the proximity to their
homelands and ‘natural’ environment: ‘if some Armenians have settled in the
Khabur Basin and around Qamishli, it is just because these locations were
closer to Urfa and Mardin regions where they used to live’.'” Without deny-
ing truly humanitarian motivations, foreign diplomats and observers also
highlighted the potential benefits of providing aid to refugees. Thus, even
though the French complained in official circles about the financial burden
these refugees represented for the mandatory power, the American consul in
Aleppo noted that *. . . the French may not be entirely averse to the settlement

1 CADN, 1SL/1/V/549. Intelligence Services, Euphrates Region, 12 June 1928. On the
ambiguous relationship between the Khoybun League and the French authorities in Syria, see
Jordi Tejel, Le mouvement kurde de Turquie en exil: Continuités et discontinuités du nationalisme
kurde sous le mandat frangais en Syrie et au Liban, 1925—46 (Bern: Peter Lang, 2007).

192 NARA, RG84, Box 415. Review of the Turkish Press for the period May 14-27, 1928, p. 5.

13- CADN, 36/PO/1/139. French High Commissioner to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Beirut, 28 April 1933.
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on wasteland in northern Syria of these Christians, and possibly pro-French
population’.'”*

Refugees not only became agricultural settlers across the Upper Jazira, but
also played a role as founders of new towns such as Hasaka (1922) (the admin-
istrative centre of the Sanjaq of Jazira), Amuda, Derbessia, Qamishli (1926),
Ayn Diwar (1929) and Derik (1930), as well as drivers for economic develop-
ment in already existing ones, such as Ras al-Ayn. The evolution of these urban
centres was uneven, though.'” While Qamishli soon became a lively centre
of trade and agricultural production in the region, the other towns suffered
from a combination of negative factors: a less favourable geographical loca-
tion, British and Turkish endeavours in order to halt contraband networks
connecting the Syrian Jazira with Turkey and Iraq, the effects of the 1929
global crisis on trade, and the decrease in the numbers of displaced refugees
in Syria by the early 1930s.'° Nevertheless, none of these towns was fully
deserted by their inhabitants during the French Mandate.'”

Finally, building upon their imperial experiences,'” French and British
mandatory powers recruited thousands of refugees into supplementary forces
aimed at protecting the border zones where incidentally refugee and ‘minority’

populations constituted a majority.'” In Iraq, for instance, while in 1919

1% NARA, RG84, Reel 5. ‘New Armenian Emigration from Turkey into Syria. American
Consulate General (Beirut) to the Secretary of State (Washington, DC). Beirut, 23 January
1930.

See Christian Velud, ‘Cémergence et I'organisation sociales des petites villes de Jézireh, en
Syrie, sous le Mandat francais’, URBAMA, 16-17 (1986), pp. 85-103.

106 SHAT, 7N 4173, Dossier 1. ‘Situation des Minorités en Djézireh sous Mandat frangais:

répercussions sur les minorités des pays voisins’. Special Services, 3 October 1933, pp. 1-2.
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towns was as follows: Hasaka (5,708), Ras al-Ayn (1,781), Derbessia (1,912), Amuda
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'% James Onley, “The Raj Reconsidered: British India’s Informal Empire and Spheres of influ-
ence in Asia and Africa’, Asian Affairs, Vol. 40, No. 1 (2009), pp. 44-62.
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some of these former Armenian ﬁghters were recruited again in Syria.
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the Levies encompassed mainly local Arab and Kurdish elements, by the late
1920s, the Levies became entirely Assyrian.'"” During these years, the Assyrian
Levies, while officially acting under British command in campaigns to crush
uprisings led by unruly Kurdish chiefs such as Shaykh Mahmud of Sulaim-
aniya, also acted independently in clashes with the Turkish forces as well as
local Kurdish tribes in the frontier zone."" Likewise, the French also created
Christian battalions entrusted with the mission of monitoring both the border
zone with Turkey and the Arab-Muslim rural areas to prevent any anti-French
uprising.'"” The French thus opened the door of the “Troupes Spéciales” to
Armenian refugees, although, unlike the Assyrians in Iraq, the latter never
constituted a majority within these units.'”

Interestingly, Turkish views about Assyrian settlements in the border zone
evolved over time, as new challenges and priorities emerged in the eyes of
the Ankara government. By 1931, as the echoes of a new Kurdish uprising
that erupted across the Agri-Dagh region still resonated through Eastern
Anatolia and new flows of Armenian refugees settled in the border towns in
the Syrian Jazira, the Turkish government urged the Iraqi Primer Minister
Nuri Said to do what he could to prevent the Assyrians settled in Iraq near the
Turkish frontier from emigrating to Syria. The reasons for such a shift in
Turkish views were twofold. First, the Assyrian Levies could be used in Iraq
to keep their Kurdish neighbours in check. Second, Turkey did not wish for
Assyrians to increase the size of the non-Muslim minorities already estab-
lished in Syria close to the Turkish frontier.""*

Regardless of states” vested interests and priorities, refugee populations

and leaders proved to be less accommodating than expected. Indeed, British

"% Laura Robson, ‘Peripheries of Belonging: Military Recruitment and the Making of a
‘Minority’ in Wartime Iraq’, First World War Studies, Vol. 7, No. 1 (2016), pp. 23-42
(here p. 23). See also David Omissi, ‘Britain, the Assyrians and the Iraq Levies, 1919-32’,
The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, Vol. 17, No. 3 (1989), pp. 301-22.

" Solomon Solomon, 7he Assyrian Levies (Chicago: Atour, 20006), pp. 5-6.

"2 TNA, AIR 23/90. Mosul, 18 October 1926.
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International Journal of Middle East Studies, Vol. 25, No. 4 (1993), pp. 64560 (here p. 653).
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and French attempts to create buffer zones along their shared borders with
Turkey were both facilitated and frustrated by the agency of refugees and
immigrants themselves, by way of testing the limits of colonial rule and tak-
ing the opportunities provided by both the mandatory framework and the
indeterminacy of territorial boundaries.'” In that regard, a view from the
borderlands supports Keith D. Watenpaugh’s call to change the basic terms
of the conversation on imperialism and ‘to unravel the ways different ethnic
groups and social classes’ — along with refugee and migrant communities I
would add — ‘interacted with colonialism in the interwar period in a manner
that recovers the plurality to it’ and contributes to exceed binary categories
such as collaborator-resistant.'®

Structurally, the presence of the colonial state and the increasing role
assumed by the League of Nations in Iragi and Syrian affairs ‘offered many
groups new models and opportunities of mobilization based on ethnic and
religious identities either against or for the respective mandatory powers’.""”
In Iraq, in particular, the League of Nations played a key role in promot-
ing the idea of communal identification as the most important criterion for
reclaiming collective rights — religious, linguistic, self-determination — as well
as for determining territorial belonging not only during the Mosul dispute
(1923-25), but also through the activities of the boundary commissions
which toured the area in 1925 and in 1932 for the delimitation of the
Turkish-Iraqgi and Syrian—Iraqi boundaries, respectively.

In that sense, the League, while acting as referee within the frontier com-
missions established for the fixing of the provisional northern and western
borders of Iraq, ‘contributed to strengthening (sic) the idea that there existed
a direct relation between group specificity and territory’.""® Obviously, ethnic

5 Lauren Banko, ‘Refugees, Displaced Migrants, and Territorialization in Interwar Palestine’,
Mashriq é“Mﬂ/ﬂjﬂ}", Vol. 5, No. 2 (2018), pp. 19-48.

16 Keith D. Watenpaugh, “Towards a New Category of Colonial Theory: Colonial Cooperation
and the Survivors' Bargain—The Case of the Post-genocide Armenian Community of Syria
Ynder French Mandate’, in Nadine Méouchy and Peter Sluglett (eds), Zhe British and French
Mandates in Comparative Perspectives (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp. 597-622 (here p. 600).

"7 Nelida Fuccaro, ‘Minorities and Ethnic Mobilization: The Kurds in Northern Iraq and
Syria’, in Nadine Méouchy and Peter Sluglett (eds), 7he British and French Mandates in
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and religious solidarities and networks existed prior to the League’s interven-
tions in the borderlands. In some cases, nationalist committees — Kurdish,
Armenian, Assyrian — lobbied for full independence at the Peace Conference
of 1919 before the creation of the League of Nations and the emergence of
the ensuing minority and refugee regimes. During what Erez Manela calls
the “Wilsonian moment’ (1919-20), nationalist and anti-colonial move-
ments accepted the affirmation of the nation state as the normative unit of
global politics.""” Henceforth, former Ottoman subjects had to ‘talk the same
language’ as the founders of the new international system made up of nation
states by resorting to the use of historical arguments as well as topographical
maps backing their ‘national’ claims.

Yet, the boundary delimitation procedure, along with the minority treaties
and the uncertainties created by the upcoming termination of the mandates,
combined to awaken and even extend ethno-religious solidarities to portions
of the border populations that had until then remained alien to ethno-
religious mobilisation. Kurds, Christians and Yazidis — from the Upper Jazira
to the Irag-Iran border and the Jabal Sinjar — asked for special rights and
opposed administrative centralisation. Like the Peace Conference of 1919, the
League of Nations, along with the Permanent Mandates Commission, cre-
ated a favo