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Travis Bible
Resurrecting Empire: Western Footprints and America’s Perilous Path in the Middle East  Rashid Khalidi, Beacon Press (2004)

Edward Said Professor of Arab Studies at Columbia University Rashid Kahlidi uses his in-depth knowledge of the Middle East to argue that the United States’ invasion of Iraq invokes memories of empire in the region.  Efforts to “democratize” or “liberate” Iraq, he contents, are doomed to fail if policies continue to be shaped by ideology instead of history.  This work begins with a fast paced overview of the legacy of Western (mostly imperial) encounters with the Middle East, then examines the shift in perceptions among Arabs of America’s involvement in the region.  After that, he examines the importance of the Middle East in geostrategy and oil, and before giving his recommendations for policy changes in Iraq, he condemns the role of the United States in the Arab-Israeli conflict.  


European domination of the region took many forms.  Whether through direct colonial control like Britain in Egypt or indirect control through constitutional monarchies beholden to European masters, as was the case for Britain in Iran, the West’s efforts to rule this region usually ran into significant resistance from political movements that sought national sovereignty.  Though European interest in the region waned for a period (due to new routs to the East), with the conversion of the British Navy from coal to petroleum and new geopolitical realities (the break down of the old balance of power system) saw renewed efforts to dominate the Middle East.  The West, and especially Great Britain, used Middle Eastern ethnic and religious divisions to great effect in ensuring access to oil and the prevention of nationalism.    
He convincingly argues that the Middle East’s experiences with democracy over the past few decades have consisted of unwanted foreign military occupation. This provokes “chauvinistic nationalism” as a defensive response by authoritarian regimes that justify domestic repression in the name of security and defense.  Moreover, the intensifying occupation and imposition of apartheid in Palestine (subsidized by the U.S.) drives much of the Arab animosity towards the West.  

The management of oil resources is a point of great contention in Middle Eastern politics.  The British used state owned corporations to ensure their supply of oil via concessions.  Once concession were revoked or ran out the British (and later on the Americans) actively interfered with efforts to nationalize this valuable commodity.  Even when the control of oil was wrestled away from foreign owned companies and imperial powers, the creation of OPEC did ensure fair distribution of wealth or democracy.  In fact, oil wealth Khalidi argues created a “whole new culture of dependency both of citizens on the state, and of these societies on the developed world” (115).  Instead of oil money going toward human or infrastructure development, it ended up supporting patronage and corruption which upheld the dominate elites.           


Khalidi smashes the myth of the “benign American hegemony” showing its adventures have historically contradicted the high-minded rhetoric of spreading democracy.  One of his most powerful examples he gives is at the beginning of chapter two.  Here he uses very similar quotes from Napoleon Bonaparte, General .S. Maude, and Donald Rumsfeld to show leaders espousing “liberation from oppressors” as a rational for occupation.  During the Cold War American interventions (as with the US overthrow of Mossaddeq in Iran) and support for authoritarian regimes (the Ba’th party or al-Qa’ida’s predecessor) hardly resembled liberation or democracy.       
Khalidi argues that “blind zealotry” guides much of U.S. policy of the region.    The Bush administration (and its neo-conservative allies) in the rush to war ignored experts who dissented from the party line: insisting that Iraq presented a major threat to U.S. security.  As this became a less tenable argument given the lack of weapons of mass destruction and resistance from Iraqi troops, the administration begin to couch the invasion as a war of “liberation” and as an effort to democratize the region.  Perhaps one of the most glaring contradictions presented is that of Saudi Arabia: where a fundamentalist Islamic government is one of American’s strongest allies in the region.      

Khalidi convincingly argues that many counties in the Middle East have some experience with and a commitment to democracy and that this tradition has nothing to do with the Islamic religion.  Islam “is no more incompatible with democracy than any other major religion” (5).  Policy makers must first acknowledge this fact if relations between the US and the Middle East are to become more amicable.  For liberal democracies to succeed, nationalist and boarder disputes must be settled (i.e. between Iran and Iraq), ethnic conflict within nations need to be addressed, and the Israel-Palestinian clash must be subdued with a more even handed approach from the West.  Moreover, America must end its massive export of arms to the Middle East.

      This author is able to de-mystify the roots of Middle Eastern animosity towards the West with passionate concise prose.  The layman is able to get an overall picture of how and why past policies in the Middle East have failed.  His section on Palestine seethes with passion and takes Yasir Arafat to task for his poor job in negotiating the Oslo accords.  One shortcoming, which is one of approach and not execution, is his lack of in-depth analysis of the U.S. occupation of Afghanistan.  The reader is left pondering how this occupation falls into the historical pattern described by the author.  Despite this shortcoming, this awesome work serves as a fine introduction to the West’s involvement in the Middle East, and a grand critique of U.S. policy towards the region.       
