192

Book Reviews

A History of the Middle East: From Antiquity to the Present

Day

By Georges Corm

Reading: Garnet Publishing, 2010, 228 pp., ISBN 9781859647.

The Lebanese economist and historian
Corm has written a timely book contribut-
ing to our understanding of a Middle East
which is marked by complexities and con-
flicts. By putting the region’s long history
into perspective, Corm aims to help reader
go beyond the stereotypes that the media
and many Western and Middle Eastern
policymakers seem to use to legitimatize
the violence that has taken over the region
for over two centuries.

Corm starts his discussion by showing
the diversity of a region that has existed at
the geographical level since ancient times.
For a complete account of this complex
geography Corm examines the “geographi-
cal foundations” of the region. Hence, the
book has given a lot of attention to what
Corm refers to as the geographic “ara-
besque” that has historically characterized
the Middle East, in which the Anatolian,
Iranian, Mesopotamian, and Egyptian em-
pires were built. As a result, in the first part
of the book Corm examines the Mesopo-
tamian, Anatolian, Iranian and Egyptian
civilizations as the major strata of Middle
Eastern history.

Corm’s account of the history of the
Middle East reflects the “geology of cul-
tures” Corm criticizes the consideration of
Muslim society in the region as if it were
one unified ethnic or national body. The
second chapter of the book is entirely dedi-
cated to the exploration of the Middle East
as geology of cultures with extraordinary
cultural wealth and population complexity.
According to Corm, the Middle East is a

land of great diversity, a mosaic of differ-
ent cultures and therefore it cannot be re-
duced to a uniform bloc. In this regard, it is
problematic to view the diverse societies of
the region as one, which presupposes that
Islam is a living, unified being that exists in
a precisely defined territory. In his opinion,
religion is misused to explain purely politi-
cal issues. Corm views Islam as only one
aspect of the development of Muslim soci-
eties. He argues that numerous actors have
been exploiting Islam in order to preserve
their power, and that this is not the fault of
the religion.

Part two of the book goes from the rise
of the Western powers in the 18th century
to the present day. In this book, the dynam-
ics of the relationship between the West and
the Middle East are explained from a Mid-
dle Eastern perspective. Corm argues that
the main geopolitical and historical roots
of the idea of a divide existing between the
Middle East and the West did not originate
in the clashes of religious and cultural dif-
ferences as argued by Samuel Huntington,
but came rather from the historical trau-
mas they suffered. Anglo-French rivalries
of 1919-1956 period, US-Soviet rivalries
in the Cold War and the American domi-
nation of the post-Cold War era have de-
termined the recent state of affairs in the
region. Through the five chapters of part
two, Corm overviews the engagement of
the competing Western powers in region-
al affairs. In this part Corm examines the
major events that have shaped the modern
Middle East, namely European mandates,
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the Arab-Israeli conflict, the first Gulf
War and the US invasion of Iraq follow-
ing 9/11. Besides these major events Corm
also highlights some other socio-economic
factors including the rise of Pan-Arabism
during 1950s and 1960s, the existence of oil
resources in the region, and the imposition
of democracy by the Western powers.

Last but not least, part three deals with
the question ofhow to address the complex-
ity of the Middle East. In this part Corm
discusses the methodological difficulties of
writing the history of the Middle East, and
the causes behind the decadence of Middle
Eastern civilisations. In the last part of the
book, Corm explores the advent of Islam,
Western influence, socio-economic factors
and sweeping upheavals as the main causes
behind the decadence of the civilisations in
the region. Mainly, European colonialism
and Western interventions in the Middle
East is seen as powerful obstacles to the
dissemination of the principles of modern
governance and democracy in the region.
Corm concludes arguing that the tension
between the adherents of liberalism and
the supporters of the authoritarian rule of
a religious order will remain as long as the

democratic West continues to offer inter-
est-based justifications in its relations with
the countries of the Middle East.

The book ends with a concise chro-
nology of the Middle East, which covers a
long period from 1768 Russian-Ottoman
War to 2009. The chronology ends with the
election of Barack Obama as the 44th pres-
ident of the US. This concise chronology
provides an essential source for readers.

Opverall, this book is a good source for
scholars and students as well as policymak-
ers who seek a deeper understanding of the
Middle East and its relations with the West.
Corm has stepped outside the box and en-
gaged in a wider discussion of how to ad-
dress the complexity of the Middle East
from a historical perspective. At the end
of his depiction of the Middle East, Corm
concludes that unless some drastic changes
occur in relations with the West, it is likely
that the games of power and rivalry, and
the phenomena of oppression, will con-
tinue to characterize the region, plunging
it into decadence.

Bezen Balamir Coskun
Zirve University

Identités culturelles et citoyenneté européenne. Diversité et
unité dans la construction démocratique de ’Europe

Edited by Mark Dubrulle and Gabriel Gragniére
Berlin: P1.E. Peter Lang, 2009, 151 pp., ISBN 9789052014555, $ 43.95.

This book brings together ten articles
that were presented at a regional conference
series on “Cultural Identities and European
Citizenship” organized by the Forum Eu-
rope des Cultures. Forum Europe des Cul-
tures, an organization founded in Brussels
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in 2003 (see pp. 149-151 for its brief founda-
tion history, objectives, members and activ-
ities), aims to uncover the question of how
cultural identities could be recognized, one
of the most debated issues in the process
of European integration, by organizing six
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