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the curious ‘confessional’ system devised
by the French in the 1920s, but once the
Palestinians living in refugee camps inside
Lebanon turned to armed struggle to regain
their rights, as they inevitably would, it was
the so-called ‘Palestine problem, which
would be far more accurately described as
the problem of Israel, that almost destroyed
it. During the onslaught on Gaza, the Israe-
li-born historian Avi Shlaim wrote that he
found it “difficult to resist the conclusion”
that Israel had become a rogue state.! Oth-
ers would say it was a rogue state from the
beginning. It has ignored international law,
insofar as the human and civil rights of the
Palestinians are concerned, and Lebanon
no less than Gaza has suffered terribly as a
consequence of its ruthless policies.
Sooner or later Lebanon’s newly-estab-
lished unity will be put to the test. Israel is
an extremely powerful country, which has
never hesitated to use any means at its dis-
posal, diplomatic or military, to achieve its
ends. Senior figures in the Israeli military
establishment have threatened that the en-
emy next time will not be Hizbullah but
Lebanon itself and that the ‘Dahiyeh strat-

egy’ (Dahiyeh being the predominantly
Shi'a suburb of Beirut that was pulverised
from the air during the war of 2006) will
be repeated on an even bigger scale. No-
tice has been served and both Hizbullah
and Israel are preparing for the next round.
Insofar as recent political history is con-
cerned, all the elements that would enable
the reader to reach a balanced understand-
ing of the causes of the trauma through
which Lebanon has passed in the past
three decades are missing from this book.
Lebanon. Liberation, Conflict and Crisis
should be regarded for what, at its centre, it
is, an ideologically focussed work that uses
Lebanon as a platform to carry forward the
regional and global campaign mounted in
the US and Israel against Hizbullah, Syria
and Iran.

Jeremy Salt, Bilkent University

Endnotes

1. Avi Shlaim, ‘How Israel brought Gaza to the
brink of humanitarian catastrophe, Guardian, 7 Janu-
ary 2009.
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Spies in Arabia is a much awaited book
on the British in the Middle East during
and in the aftermath of the First World
War. It avoids focusing on Lawrence alone
and gives a fine and comprehensive picture
of the cultural background of British agents
employed in the Middle East and in Iraq

in particular. Satia’s compelling narrative,
clearly the outcome of extensive research
and penetrating thinking, tells us how the
preconceptions of Arabia and its inhabit-
ants became the guiding principles that led
the actions of British agents and officials in
the Middle East from the beginning of the
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twentieth century throughout the interwar
era.

Satia’s book is a work of British cultural
history that intersects several fields — Mid-
dle Eastern history, military history, diplo-
matic history, and history of technology to
mention a few — making it a relevant and
stimulating work. Satia’s main contribution
is to expose the British creation of a “covert
empire” after the end of the First World
War in the Middle East and particularly in
Iraq. She argues that this was a new strategy
of colonial control implemented through
the work of intelligence, newly created air
control, and official conspiracy theories.
The covert empire was, according to Sa-
tia, a more suitable and sellable concept of
Empire to the general public opinion who
was left in the dark in relation to foreign
politics in the interwar period. Satia, in her
work challenges the over-popular picture
of Britain in the interwar period as a coun-
try where democracy was defended and
developed against the emerging enemies
of Bolshevik Russia, Fascist Italy, and Nazi
Germany. In two parts, as the book is di-
vided, Satia at first discusses the founda-
tions of the idea of covert empire, which
according to her were generated in Arabia.
In part two, Satia shows how the covert
empire founded in Iraq worked, defended
itself, and became a paradigm to be export-
ed in other contexts.

This work follows a chronological-
thematic approach: chronologically, Satia
discusses the period from the pre-war era
to the end of the First World War, but re-
maining within the historical boundaries
of the 1930s. Thematically, she jumps back
and forth from Britain to Arabia showing
how British intelligence exploits in the re-
gion have been shaped by a particular defi-
nition of Arabia and how the outcome of
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the work of the agents on the ground was
used in the formulation of policy making
on a large scale. As the reviewer is a histo-
rian of the Middle East, much of the focus
of this assessment of Satia’s work will be on
British intelligence in the Middle East and
air control implemented in the newly cre-
ated nation-state of Iraq. The book opens
with a thorough discussion of the British
intelligence community at the beginning
of the twentieth century and how their Ed-
wardian imagination shaped the concep-
tualization of Arabia. Satia convincingly
shows how these agents made Arabia and
their adventure in the Orient a tool to ex-
ploit for launching their literary careers.
(p. 61) The Arabia they built was mainly
a fiction, an artistic space, which with the
outbreak of the war also became a strategic
region, a place that according to Satia only
these agents were able to understand and
interpret. These agents, using Satia’s words,
came ‘to think like an Arab’ (p. 100) claim-
ing a knowledge that would give them ac-
cess to power: their own power that would
secure them a position of influence as well
as the power of the state itself. These agents
not only provided the British with knowl-
edge that would enable them to dominate
this space, but according to Satia their
activities, modes, and reports normalized
the idea of the Middle East as a space for
intrigue and above all. As she shows in the
second part of the book, the Arabs were
portrayed as a race that saw violence as a
central element of their culture, which they
very much needed and invocated.

To Satia’s credit, the first part of the
book really represents an innovative ap-
proach to a popular subject: British intel-
ligence in the Middle East that often only
revolved around Lawrence and the Arab
Revolt. Though Satia’s narrative is fresh
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and comprehensible, at times the reader
may feel overwhelmed by quotes and side-
stories that are a little bit redundant and
superfluous. What Satia really achieves in
this first part is to profoundly analyze the
exploits of the British intelligence commu-
nity and to see how these have been em-
ployed in the long term. The exploitation
of intelligence gathering in the formation
of the covert empire is the focus of the
second part of the book. Satia opens this
part discussing how the understanding of
Arabia turned into conspiracy theories and
how contemporaries made sense of those
events. (p. 203) Using the tools of a deep
cultural analysis, Satia exposes the ways in
which British officials and media tried to
explain Arab rebellions against the same
British rule. Conspiracy theories came to
be official theories supported by the same
agents, who operated in the region dur-
ing the war and remained the expert ears
and eyes in the Middle East. This environ-
ment, according to Satia produced and im-
manent paranoia, which was partly defied
through a new technology of surveillance:
air control. This new means of surveillance
was not only cheaper and more conve-
nient but as Satia explains, its development
also had cultural reasons, as agents on the
ground defined Iraq as a suitable place for

aerial surveillance. (p. 240) Air control was
intended to be driven by intelligence and
to provide the basis of an empire’s hold by
agents and not military troops. Clearly air
bombardment was very much a regime of
terror, which proved very difficult to de-
fend vis-a-vis public perception, though
Satia shows how paranoia remained a very
strong rationale to defend covert colonial
power. (p. 277)

“Spies in Arabia” clearly points the fin-
ger at the British and exposes how state
led terror campaigns were the byproduct
of the culture produced in war-time Brit-
ain and the Edwardian mentality. Satia’s
work, though lacking a discussion on the
recipients of British policies, clearly not
the focus of Spies in Arabia, persuasively
tells us of how Arabia and more precisely
Iraq was exploited as a guinea pig in the
new business of covert empire building.
Though Satia closes the book reminding
the readers that history does not repeat it-
self, she clearly suggests that in light of cur-
rent events in the region it would be wise to
draw some lessons from playing imperial-
ism in Arabia.

Roberto Mazza
Western Illinois University
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To study historiography as a prism that
elucidates a society’s wider developments
has experienced a remarkable upsurge

over the last decades and has produced a
number of fascinating works. In the Mid-
dle East, it is especially history writing in
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