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Introduction by Oliver Bast, The University of Manchester 

hree U.S. Presidents have been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in the last 100 years.1 For two of these 
U.S. Presidential Nobel laureates it is usually assumed that their respective roles in affairs of the 
Middle East, which are presumed to have been fostering peace and been real in the case of one, while 

merely being anticipated in the case of the other, were a, if not the, major reason for their having received 
their respective awards. These two Nobel Peace Prize winning U.S. Presidents are, of course, “Jimmy” Carter 
(2002) and Barack Obama (2009). As for the award-winning efforts of the third U.S. President to be given a 
Nobel Prize during the last 100 years – Woodrow Wilson – the Middle East does not usually spring to mind. 
Yet, Wilson’s peace policies had their Middle Eastern ‘moment’ too; he was, in fact, the instigator of a major 
U.S. Middle East initiative that was launched in 1919: The King-Crane Commission. However, whereas the 
photograph of Egyptian President Anwar Sadat, President Carter, and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem 
Begin clasping hands on the North lawn of the White House in March 1979 after having signed the peace 
treaty between Egypt and Israel has become a stock image in the collective memory of the United States, if 
not of the world, and while the enormous hopes and expectations invested in Obama following his June 2009 
Cairo speech, which was addressed to the Muslim world and entitled ‘A New Beginning,’ continue to be 
remembered vividly, especially now as Obama’s second term is nearing its end and his overall record in the 
Middle East begins to be appraised critically, Woodrow Wilson’s major Middle East initiative has all but been 
forgotten. 

Cue the title of Andrew Patrick’s book that sets out to rescue “America’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative,” 
the King-Crane Commission of 1919, from the oblivion to which it has been consigned, not only by the 
wider public but also by pundits, experts, and politicians, if not also by most historians, barring perhaps a 
number of specialists. However, many of the latter (with the notable exception of a very detailed but rather 
descriptive account completed by Harry N. Howard in 1941 yet published only in 1963),2 as Patrick’s 
succinct yet highly perceptive discussion of the existing literature (1-3) shows, have had little interest in the 
initiative for its own sake, i.e. within the concrete context of the 1919 situation, but instead tended to refer to 
it in terms of arguments about much later historical periods or even in present-day debates. 

Thus for Patrick one of the key objectives of his book is to move the analysis of the Commission “away from 
[…] partisan rancour” (3). He is not interested in whether the Commissioners’ findings were ‘right’ or 
‘wrong’ or ‘prophetic’ or whatever other judgment one might pass on them, but rather in “[w]hy […] the 
King-Crane Commission members arrive[d] at their respective conclusions” (3). The operative word here is 
respective, because what has been even less known than the existence of the Commission itself is the fact that 
its “final report represented the opinions of only three of its five main members” (4). Indeed, two other 
members, William Yale and George Montgomery, each submitted their own separate – dissenting – final 
reports. It is this curious three-way disagreement that represents the “analytical point of departure” (4) for 
Patrick’s ‘why’ question. He addresses this – his study’s overarching research question – within a conceptual 
framework that analyses three inter-related factors, all of which impacted the Commissioners’ decision 

                                                        
1 There was one further U.S. Presidential Peace Nobel Prize winner who falls outside the above-mentioned 

centennial frame, namely Theodore Roosevelt in 1906. 

2 Harry N. Howard, The King-Crane Commission: An American Inquiry in the Middle East (Beirut: Khayats, 
1963). 

T 



H-Diplo Roundtable Reviews, Vol. XVII, No. 21 (2016) 

3 | P a g e  

making-processes. Thus Patrick focusses first on the diplomatic constraints within which the Commission had 
to operate, not least thanks to President Wilson’s specific instructions, second on “the testimony of the 
region’s people” (4) as it reached the Commission in a variety of ways, and third on the Commission 
members’ very own preconceptions about the region as part of their overall world view or “social imaginary” 
(5), a concept that Patrick borrows from the Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor.3 Patrick is particularly 
interested in the third of these three aspects. Drawing partly on the work of Timothy Mitchell4 and Michael 
Shapiro5, he contends that in the United States of 1919, certain discourses, notably those pertaining to 
“topics such as the basis for the international system of states and America’s place […] [therein], as well as the 
ability of the ‘non-Western’ people of the World to become modern” (5), would not yet have been so deeply 
ingrained in the ‘social imaginary’ of the Commission members and thus not up for contention. Much of 
Patrick’s analysis therefore focuses on “discourses pertaining to race, religion, [and] modernity” (5) in their 
relationship to the discourse of self-determination.  It is his hypothesis that it was those discourses which 
“most heavily influenced the […] conflicting recommendations” (5) of the Commission’s members. 

While Patrick’s primary goal is to study the impact of those discourses on the Commission members in order 
to find an answer to his overarching research concern, i.e. the above described ‘why’ question, his analytical 
chapters are intertwined with substantive narrative sections since the book also aims at providing “a detailed 
yet readable narrative of the [C]ommission’s journey” (6). 

How successful, then, is Patrick in achieving his twin-headed objective? Given that, as reviewer Michael 
Limberg puts it, “[a] new in-depth analysis of the King-Crane Commission has been long overdue,” the 
reviewers are unanimous in welcoming Patrick’s book warmly as an important achievement of meticulous 
research that contributes significantly to “new scholarship on Americans in the Middle East and early 
twentieth-century diplomacy” (Limberg). This means that “those who read Patrick’s clarifying work” will 
benefit from gaining an insight into an “important but overlooked moment in American and Middle Eastern 
history” (Sarah Miglio) since “it is a significant contribution to debates on the possibility of neutral 
intervention” (Elizabeth Thompson) and therefore is a study, which “unlike King-Crane …should not be 
forgotten” (Maurice Jr. Labelle). 

Interestingly, however, just like the members of the King-Crane Commission who all shared the view after 
their return from the Middle East that outright independence of the post-Ottoman territories had rightly 
been ruled out by Wilson from the outset, but actually disagreed on which specific lessons would have to be 
drawn from their journey, the unanimously rather positive reviewers differ as to which of Patrick’s findings 
they highlight as particularly noteworthy.  

Thus Limberg and even more so Labelle stress the importance of Patrick’s demonstration of the irony of an 
all-American Commission, which was ostensibly motivated by an anti-imperialist impulse directed against the 

                                                        
3 Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham: Duke University Press, 2004). 

4 Timothy Mitchell, ‘The Stage of Modernity’, in Questions of Modernity, ed. by Timothy Mitchell 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 1-34. 

5 Michael Shapiro, Reading the Postmodern Polity: Political Theory as Textual Practice (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1991). 
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colonialist aspirations of Europe’s traditional imperialist powers, being objectively in the service of a quasi-
colonialist cause because its members were ultimately operating within the constraints of the same racially and 
religiously preconceived mind-set – ‘social imaginery’ – as was the case with the proponents of imperialism 
based in Whitehall and at the Quai d’Orsay/Rue Oudinot. Labelle, who points out that the Wilson 
administration had already acquiesced in an actually “not-so-new international order of things” well before 
Henry King, Charles Crane, and their colleagues would even depart on their mission, is even more 
pronounced on this point in so far as his reading of Patrick’s study leads him to the radical conclusion that 
the Commission “should be considered as a failed imperial initiative, not a mythologized decolonizing one.” 

Thompson also picks up on the above, noting Patrick’s argument that the members of the Commission could 
“not escape their own racial and religious preconceptions any better than the imperialists in Paris could.” 
However, as a historian of Syria, she particularly highlights “Patrick’s discussion of the role of propaganda in 
the inquiry, which she finds “compelling.” Patrick’s finding that “the inquiry process likely did reveal genuine 
political opinion, insofar as any survey might” leads her to conclude that Patrick presents “a significant re-
reading of Prince Faisal’s effort to rally support for an independent, unified, and democratic state under his 
kingship.” On the related matter of alleged biases on the part of most Commissioners stemming from their 
missionary connections, Thompson, who calls Patrick’s “careful analysis of the members’ views before and 
after the trip” the “most original contribution” of the book, attests to Patrick’s “copious research” when 
emphasising his confirmation “that King and Crane acted without the[se] biases.” Limberg also stress the 
importance of this particular result of Patrick’s research and specifically commends him on “his inclusion of 
Zionist actors in his discussion of how various governments and publics attempted to influence the King-
Crane Commission.” 

The cruel irony, which Limberg and especially Labelle highlight, and which Thompson also notes, is not lost 
on Miglio either. However, it appears that what stands out for her in Patrick’s contribution in particular is 
“his analysis of the commissioners’ assumptions about modernity.” Miglio points out Patrick’s finding that 
the Commission members “agreed (and did not even find it necessary to debate) that modernity was the best 
and only possible destination for the Ottoman lands (219),” noting that in the Commission’s view “[t]o 
become modern, the Middle East needed to become Western and preferably more American.”  This leads her 
to conclude that “[t]he implications of Patrick’s argument” about modernity and its potential attainability (or 
lack thereof) by the inhabitants of the post-Ottoman lands as being construed by Americans in racial and 
religious terms “are worth noting for historians considering twentieth-century American history within its 
global context.” 

To sum up then, the following aspects of Patrick’s book, which they all praise as well-researched, caught the 
eye of reviewers as significant contributions: first, Patrick’s demonstration that the Commissioners in actual 
fact lacked certain types of bias that a number of other authors claim to have detected in the Commission; 
second, Patrick’s related conclusion that therefore the Commission’s efforts were able to unearth genuine 
political opinion, notwithstanding the potential impact of Feisali propaganda since such efforts of shaping 
public opinion must not be considered exceptional but rather as part and parcel of such processes wherever in 
the world they took place at that time (as evidenced also by his analysis of Zionist efforts to influence the 
Commission); and, finally, his analysis of why this apparent success of the inquiry process eventually mattered 
relatively little in the writing of the Commission’s main report, let alone in that of the two minority reports, 
because Commission members, for all their undoubted openness as to what they would be hearing when 
travelling in the region, still made sense of the data they had gathered while being entrapped within the 
constraints of their own racial, religious, and American-exceptionalist preconceptions of modernity. This led 
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them to hierarchize the right to self-determination and meant that they turned – ironically – into advocates of 
(a form of) imperialism, i.e. of the very thing, which they had ostensibly been sent on their travels to avert in 
the first place. 

In the same vein as different reviewers highlight different achievements of Patrick’s work, different reviewers 
also point out different shortcomings and desiderata. 

Thompson stands out with her call for an effort to complement Patrick’s analysis of the available 
documentation in English by engaging “more directly with Arabic-language sources,” since there is a plethora 
of “petitions, speeches, and press coverage in Arabic reveal a rich political debate” in Feisal’s Syria, the in-
depth study of which she strongly recommends particularly in view of the current situation in Syria.  

Labelle points to a similar desideratum, albeit without explicit reference to any specific set of sources, when he 
criticises Patrick’s strict and near exclusive focus on the voices of the Commission members, which are 
therefore “disconnected from much larger conversations that were taking place outside the borders of the 
Commission itself”. Therefore Labelle would like to know how “King-Crane’s mandate, the idea of U.S. 
tutelage, and its final report fit[ted] into decolonizing Middle Eastern social imaginaries...” Thus Labelle’s call 
for a widening of the perspective is aimed at incorporating into any study of the Commission its context 
inside the post-Ottoman lands through which it travelled and possibly inside the wider Middle East. Limberg 
also comes to the conclusion that there were instances in Patrick’s study “when a broader lens might have 
been useful” but what he – in contrast to Labelle – means by this is that Patrick could potentially have linked 
his analysis of King-Crane more with the broader American context such as “the larger public debate in the 
United States over a possible U.S. mandate or mandates in the Middle East” or the near-simultaneous 
Harbord-mission concerning possible American mandates in Turkey and Armenia. 

In other criticism, Thompson stresses the great need for “further research on why King and Crane did not 
publicize [the report] after Wilson fell ill,” which chimes with Limberg’s lament that “the controversy 
surrounding the publication of the Commission’s report and the lasting legacy of the Commission and its 
members receive only a few pages of coverage.” Limberg also suggests that a look at the Commission’s 
immediate aftermath might have allowed the author to place the eventual publication of the report in 1922 
into the broader context of contemporary developments in Anatolia up to the 1923 Conference of 
Lausanne – not least since Commission member George Montgomery attended it – because, as Limberg puts 
it, the “impact of the Commission did not end with its report.” 

What must end here, though, is this introduction. It merely remains to conclude that most of the criticisms 
made by the reviewers, rather than taking issue with any of Patrick’s findings or conclusions as such, ‘merely’ 
highlight desiderata that will have to be addressed by future research. Thus Limberg is certainly right when he 
notes: “hopefully it will not be another fifty years until the next book on the Commission,” but the overall 
tenor of the reviews leaves no room for doubt that Patrick’s “careful and even-handed study” (Miglio) has not 
merely laid the foundations for future research but erected an impressive edifice in its own right that, in the 
words of Thompson, “will be considered the definitive study of the Commission for years to come.” 

Participants: 

Andrew Patrick is an Assistant Professor of History at Tennessee State University in Nashville. His research 
focuses on American involvement in the Middle East, particularly during the World War I era. Along with 
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the monograph reviewed in this roundtable, Patrick’s publications include “Jesus Optional: World War I and 
the Shifting Institutional Identity of the Syrian Protestant College in Beirut” (First World War Studies, 
forthcoming 2016) and “‘These people know about us’: A Reconsideration of Greater Syrian Attitudes 
Towards the United States in the First World War Era” (Middle Eastern Studies, Vol. 50, No. 3, 2014). 
Patrick is also the editor of the online journal New Middle Eastern Studies, a project of the British Society for 
Middle Eastern Studies. He received his PhD in Middle Eastern Studies from the University of Manchester in 
2011. 

Oliver Bast, Maître-ès-Lettres, Dr. phil., is Senior Lecturer [Associate Professor] in Middle Eastern History at 
the University of Manchester where he co-founded the Manchester Iranian History Academic Network 
(http://www.mihan.org.uk/) in 2012. Bast’s research interests include Modern Iranian diplomatic and 
political history as well as the interface between historiography, politics, and cultural memory in 
contemporary Iran. The history of World War I continues to be a particular focus of Bast’s research, his latest 
publication on this subject being “Les « buts de guerre » de la Perse neutre pendant la Première Guerre 
mondiale”, Relations internationales, no. 160 (2015), 95-110; he is also editor of La Perse et la Grande Guerre 
(Paris: Peeters, 2002) and author of Les allemands en Perse pendant la Première Guerre mondiale (Paris: Peeters, 
1997). Other publications of his pertain to the origins of the Iranian Communist Party, to German-Iranian 
relations since 1500, and to Modern Iranian historiography. 

Maurice Jr. M. Labelle is an Assistant Professor of History at the University of Saskatchewan in Canada. His 
articles have been published in Diplomatic History, the Journal of Global History, and International Historical 
Review. His current book project explores how post-colonial Lebanon came to identify the United States as an 
imperial power in the Middle East. He has also begun working on a second manuscript that seeks to explicate 
the globalization of Arab perspectives. 

Michael Limberg is a doctoral candidate and instructor at the University of Connecticut. His dissertation “An 
Abundant Life: U.S. Development in the Near East, 1919-1939” is about the network of missionaries, 
philanthropists, and diplomats encouraging economic and social development in Turkey, Palestine, and 
Lebanon during the 1920s and 1930s. 

Sarah Miglio completed her Ph.D. in American history at the University of Notre Dame. She is the Director 
of Core Curriculum Studies and Assistant Professor of History at Wheaton College. She is the author most 
recently of “The Near Eastern Front of the Great War and the Self-Secularization of Christian Humanitarian 
Work,” in Remembering Armageddon: Religion and the First World War, ed., Philip Jenkins (Waco: ISR Books, 
2015). Her current book project, Civilizing the World: Practical Christians, Progressive Religion, and Politics 
from Chicago to the Middle East, 1890-1925, analyzes social reformers who defied categorization within the 
Social Gospel or secular progressive movements. 

Elizabeth F. Thompson is Professor of History at the University of Virginia.  Her latest book is Justice 
Interrupted:  The Struggle for Constitutional Government in the Middle East (Harvard, 2013).  She is currently a 
research fellow at the Wilson Center in Washington DC, writing “After Lawrence: Woodrow Wilson and the 
Brief Promise of Arab Democracy,” on the role of Islamists in ratifying a democratic constitution at 
Damascus under Faisal. 

 

http://www.mihan.org.uk/
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Review by Michael Limberg, University of Connecticut 

hilanthropist Charles R. Crane and Oberlin College President Howard King’s quixotic survey mission 
and call for an American mandate in Syria makes for a fascinating and colorful story.  A new in-depth 
analysis of the King-Crane Commission has been long overdue.  The only previous book-length study, 

by Harry N. Howard, was based on research done between 1939 and 1941, then published in 1963.1  
Instead, as Andrew Patrick points out, the Commission is typically relegated to a small section of larger works 
on U.S. foreign relations with the Middle East.  It is often shoehorned into debates about American 
imperialism, missionary influence on policy, or anti-Semitism.  Patrick’s America’s Forgotten Middle East 
Initiative seeks to update Howard’s work with new sources and cultural analysis.  Beyond analyzing the 
Commission’s final report which advocated a U.S. mandate across Syria, Palestine, and parts of Turkey, he 
sets out to discover how “‘rival’ discourses” shaped several Commission members’ dissenting opinions on 
Zionism, modernity, and the role of the United States in the Middle East. (5)  

Patrick looks first at the creation and preparation of the Commission and then at its journey and report, 
alternating between narrative and close analysis chapters in each section.  He is fond of bullet point lists of 
major ideas, making it easy for the reader to grasp important points.  The narrative chapters are 
straightforward and organized.  While these chapters focus on diplomatic negotiations and the Committee’s 
movements and methods, they also engage with scholarship on Zionist and Syrian social and political 
organization.  The narrative focuses on the Commission’s two primary members, King and Crane, and three 
top advisers, Albert Lybyer, George R. Montgomery, and William Yale.  Patrick steers clear of the larger 
public debate in the United States over a possible U.S. mandate or mandates in the Middle East.  There are 
times when a broader lens might have been useful, such as including a comparison of the King-Crane 
Commission with the near-simultaneous investigation of conditions and possible mandates in Turkey and 
Armenia led by General James Harbord.  In the end, however, the narrow focus allows detailed analysis of a 
manageable body of correspondence and published sources.   

This study breaks new ground with its nuanced, detailed reconstruction of ‘social imaginaries’ or worldviews.  
Patrick argues “that discourses pertaining to race, religion, modernity and self-determination most heavily 
influenced the King-Crane Commission members’ conflicting recommendations” (5). He explores the shared 
unquestioned assumptions that grounded the Commission’s recommendations, but he spends more time on 
areas where members disagreed.  All members assumed, for instance, the superiority of Christianity and the 
existence of ‘innate’ racial characteristics, but disagreed on the potential for different religions and races to 
govern themselves.  Patrick even goes so far as to reconstruct the Commission’s reading list before departing 
Paris in order to analyze members’ pre-trip assumptions.  His detailed reconstruction of the economic and 
cultural understandings of ‘modernity’ by the members is particularly useful. 

While Michael Oren and others paint the King-Crane Commission as an extension of missionary 
imperialism, Patrick acknowledges but downplays missionary influence on Commission members.2  He notes 

                                                        
1 Harry N. Howard, The King-Crane Commission; An American Inquiry in the Middle East (Beirut: Khayats, 

1963). 

2 See Michael Oren, Power, Faith, and Fantasy: America in the Middle East, 1776 to the Present (New York: WW 
Norton, 2007), 386-390. 

P 
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Howard’s ties to the missionary movement as President of Oberlin College, a major missionary hub, Lybyer’s 
stint teaching at Robert College in Istanbul, and Crane’s support for missionaries in China.  He briefly 
explores how Christian theology influenced American perceptions of Islam, and mentions the advice and 
information provided by missionaries during the Commission’s travels.  Overall, however, missionary 
influence in favor of an expanded U.S. role in the Middle East is played down.  In one instance, Patrick 
highlights Robert College President Caleb Gates’s argument against sending the Commission in the first place 
in order to argue that American missionaries were themselves divided on how the United States should act.  
This corrective of simplistic associations of missionaries with imperialism is useful and accurate.  It reflects 
recent scholarship by Heather Sharkey, Eleanor Tejirian, and others that paints a nuanced picture of 
missionary theology and activity.3  A future study that digs more deeply into the theological nuances of the 
Commission’s approach to other religions would, however, be a useful addition to the recent ‘religious turn’ 
in foreign relations history. 

Patrick’s work benefits from engaging recent scholarship on Arab nationalism and Emir Feisal’s short-lived 
government in Damascus, particularly the work of James Gelvin.4  He dives into ongoing debates on the 
legitimacy and power of the Damascus government and the authenticity of opinions heard from local elites in 
various towns and cities.  Patrick claims that the petitions received from local elites contained authentic 
expression of their opinions, not just the product of Feisal’s influence.  Feisal did, however, tie much of his 
political capital to the Commission and his credibility among dissenting Syrian factions took a substantial hit 
from its ineffectiveness.  To an extent, the Commission’s members missed the nuances of recent political 
reforms that had reshaped Ottoman society, current Syrian political factions, or the relationships between 
different groups of notables.  But Patrick gives agency and nuance to a diverse set of local actors.  He does 
note that several Turkish political leaders met with the Commission as well, but this discussion was focused 
on fights over the Armenian Genocide.  It would also be worth looking more closely at how the nascent 
Nationalist movement, then meeting in Erzerum and Sivas, incorporated Wilsonian ideals and an appeal to 
both the King-Crane and Harbord missions in their rhetoric. 

One of Patrick’s most valuable contributions is his inclusion of Zionist actors in his discussion of how various 
governments and publics attempted to influence the King-Crane Commission during its trip.  Just as Feisal’s 
government in Damascus promoted a common message of Syrian unity and anti-Zionism, the Zionist 
Committee mounted its own campaign to convince existing Jewish communities in the Middle East to accept 
(or at least mute their disagreements with) Zionists and a National Home.  Patrick includes fascinating 
internal Zionist Committee memos detailing its agents’ attempts to shadow the Commission and influence 
the views the Americans heard.  Zionist agents should, according to one memo, “‘use all means of corruption 
and persuasion’ they could muster” to exacerbate tensions between Arab factions and discredit anti-Zionist 
views coming from Arab elites. (125, n82)  Most scholars studying King-Crane mention Felix Frankfurter’s 

                                                        
3 See Eleanor H. Tejrian and Reeva Spector Simon, eds., Altruism and Imperialism: Western Cultural and 

Religious Missions in the Middle East (New York: Middle East Institute, Columbia University, 2002).  Also Mehmet Ali 
Dogan and Heather J Sharkey, eds., American Missionaries and the Middle East: Foundational Encounters (Salt Lake City: 
University of Utah Press, 2011). 

4 See James L. Gelvin, Divided Loyalties: Nationalism and Mass Politics in Syria at the Close of Empire (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1999).  Also James L. Gelvin, “The Ironic Legacy of the King-Crane Commission,” in 
The United States in the Middle East: A Historical Reassessment, ed. David Lesch (Boulder: Westview Press, 1995), 13-29. 
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opposition to the Commission’s appointment, but Patrick has gone much farther by incorporating sources 
from the Central Zionist Archives and other American Zionists.  He shows an understanding of the tangled 
Zionist factions and early Jewish governing bodies, a difficult feat. 

The Commission members’ views on Zionism is perhaps the most polarizing issue in existing scholarship on 
their mission.  Patrick wades in with an attempt to find a middle path between castigating Crane and the 
others for anti-Semitic views or celebrating their clear vision that continued Zionist settlement would bring 
future conflict.  He argues that Commission members were not disingenuous in claiming they “‘began their 
study of Zionism with minds predisposed in its favor’’’ (91, n32).  Even Crane, whose anti-Semitic statements 
during the 1930s are notorious, endorsed Zionism during World War I and was more nuanced in his views 
on Jews in 1919.  By the end of their trip, Yale and Montgomery came to endorse Zionism as the best way to 
“move Palestine towards an American version of modernity, which was by far the best kind” (217).  Patrick 
also attributes King, Crane, and Lybyer’s rejection of Zionist claims for a National Home to Wilsonian ideas 
of self-determination rather than racial or religious prejudice.  His interpretation will no doubt provoke 
criticism from both sides.  It does, however, emphasize the range of possible American interpretations of 
Zionism within their larger ‘social imaginary’ of political ideals and cultural beliefs. 

Unfortunately, the controversy surrounding the publication of the Commission’s report and the lasting legacy 
of the Commission and its members receive only a few pages of coverage.  The report (authored primarily by 
King and Lybyer) and the minority reports filed by Yale and Montgomery fell into a sort of “bureaucratic 
limbo” due to President Woodrow Wilson’s stroke. (174)  As Patrick notes, however, when several journalists 
obtained and published copies of the report in late 1922, they produced a notable public reaction as 
newspaper editors and others debated its recommendations and the lost chance for an American role in Syria.  
The Commission members largely chose to remain aloof, and Patrick moves on without a sustained look at 
that public debate.  What gets lost, however, is the context that in fall 1922, as the report appeared, the 
Turkish Nationalists defeated Greek forces occupying portions of Anatolia and forced the Allies to the 
negotiating table to set the terms of a new Turkish sovereignty.  The report’s recommendations on Turkey 
and Armenia suddenly had renewed relevance for U.S. attempts to shape the emerging Turkish state.  George 
Montgomery was one of the Americans who rushed to the treaty conference in Lausanne to advocate for 
minority protections in Turkey.  Beyond that moment in 1922-1923, it might also have been useful to 
explore Crane’s continued role funding missionary education in Turkey and Lebanon.  The impact of the 
Commission did not end with its report. 

America’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative is a valuable contribution to new scholarship on Americans in the 
Middle East and early twentieth-century diplomacy.  It is a long-overdue revisiting of an important moment 
and a good move towards an international approach to foreign relations scholarship.  As more foreign 
relations historians train in multiple languages and new digitization projects (such as Oberlin College 
Archive’s King-Crane Commission Digital Collection) make more sources accessible, hopefully it will not be 
another fifty years until the next book on the Commission.5 

 

                                                        
5 Oberlin College Archives, “The King-Crane Commission Digital Collection” Accessed 6 April 2016, 

http://www.oberlin.edu/library/digital/king-crane/. 

http://www.oberlin.edu/library/digital/king-crane/
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Review by Maurice Jr. Labelle, University of Saskatchewan 

The Irony of the King-Crane Commission and the Rite of Decolonization in the Middle East 

ince its beginnings, the 1919 Inter-Allied Commission on Mandates in Turkey—more commonly 
known as the King-Crane Commission—has remained the topic of U.S., Middle Eastern, and global 
(mis)readings. According to this transnational King-Crane myth,1 a U.S.-initiated Commission set off 

to distant Ottoman lands to actively and willingly consult local, national, and regional leaders on the matter 
of their respective decolonizing futures. The intent of the King-Crane Commission, above all, was to 
rightfully facilitate the flow of Middle Eastern perspectives to Paris in the name of human progress. The 
United States, under the leadership of its visionary president Woodrow Wilson, would open the doors to the 
halls and meeting rooms of Château Versailles, finally breaking down the unjust walls of silence erected in 
between colonized and colonizers by Western European empire projects. As many U.S. and Middle Eastern 
peoples believed both at the time and long after, Washington’s mandate was to facilitate the Middle Eastern 
nations’ long-awaited entry into the world’s society of nations as equal members to all others. If the United 
States had its way, the Middle East would no longer remain disconnected from the international system; the 
so-called age of empire in the region would be no more.2 

Thanks to Andrew Patrick’s America’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative, we now definitively know this was 
simply not the case. Just like its Entente partners, the U.S. government and its King-Crane Commission were 
firmly committed to a liberal internationalist structure that perpetuated political, economic, social, and 
cultural hierarchy in the world.3 And the Middle East was no exception. Patrick’s fresh and close reading of 
the private papers of U.S. commissioners, alongside U.S. and Zionist diplomatic documents, therefore, 
skilfully demystifies the King-Crane Commission’s place in the histories of U.S.-Middle relations, Middle 
Eastern decolonizations, as well as the United States’ diplomacy and identity at a defining moment in world 
history.  

America’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative, first and foremost, reveals that the King-Crane Commission’s 
mandate was—ironically and tragically—to aid in the implementation of the League of Nations’ impending 
mandates system in what would soon become European-governed lands in the Middle East. The United 
States and the other Entente Powers, after all, collectively approved the Covenant of the League of Nations, 
which sanctioned the mandates system, before the Commission even set sail for the so-called Middle Eastern 

                                                        
1 On the importance of myth-making in the history of foreign relations, see Walter Hixson, The Myth of 

American Diplomacy: National Identity and U.S. Foreign Policy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008). 

2 For recent examples of the King-Crane myth, see Ussama Makdisi, Faith Misplaced: The Broken Promise of 
U.S.-Arab Relations: 1820-2001 (New York: PublicAffairs, 2010), 138; and Ken Grossi, Maren Milligan, and Ted 
Waddelow, “Restoring Lost Voices of Self-Determination,” http://www.oberlin.edu/library/digital/king-
crane/intro.html. Accessed 6 April 2016. 

3 See Susan Pederson, The Guardians: The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2015). 
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frontier.4 The Wilson administration, furthermore, at this time, buttressed its support for the not-so-new 
international order of things by officially recognizing Britain’s no longer veiled protectorate in Egypt.5 

In other words, the King-Crane Commission’s ‘forgotten’—or simply ignored, thus overlooked—initiative in 
the Middle East was to back imperialism, not decolonization; it represented ‘The Big Four,’ not ‘small’ 
Middle Eastern societies.  Henry Churchill King, Charles R. Crane, and their colleagues were commissioned 
by the Paris Peace Conference to identify popular choices for various mandates in the Middle East. Following 
these instructions “to the letter,” (4) the Commission purposely limited Middle Eastern peoples’ so-called 
right to self-determination to a mere, flawed, public referendum over which “advanced nations” seated at 
Château Versailles would best serve as Mandatories moving forward.6 In spite of internal political differences 
between its key members, the Commission’s final report was exclusively the product of a “shared social 
imaginary” that did not “accurately reflect the wishes of the region’s peoples” (261). “It was obvious to 
everyone involved in the commission that Arabs,” along with other Middle Eastern peoples, “were not 
modern enough or competent enough to run their own nation state without extensive tutelage” (219). 

The most interesting, albeit forgotten, discussion that took place during and immediately after King-Crane’s 
sojourn in the Middle East revolved around the idea of U.S. “tutelage.”7 Much like Wilson, Patrick reveals, 
the U.S. commissioners were imbued with “imperial ways of seeing” during the dusk of the decolonizing 
world’s so-called Wilsonian Moment.8 Given the U.S. President’s instructions that full independence “was 
not an option,” the Commission obliged Middle Easterners to make a mandatory choice: Britain, France, or 
the United States (47). Many, after insistently arguing that full independence was their uncontested wish, 
opted for what appeared to be the most anti-imperial of Western imperial powers. A self-proclaimed—but 
globally imagined—anti-imperial United States, it seemed, was by far the most favourable Western imperial 
alternative for long-term decolonization. Or so reported the King-Crane Commission.  

Middle Eastern calls for U.S. tutelage startled and somewhat pleased U.S. Commission members, as it 
reinforced the already powerful myth of U.S. exceptionalism in the world. The United States, asserted U.S. 
commissioners and Middle Easterner leaders, was “morally superior to Britain and France;” it apparently 
represented the Middle East’s choice to lead the so-called new, post-imperial system in the region (247). The 
rite of decolonization made this inevitable, concluded King-Crane. In order to make a full transition into 

                                                        
4 James Gelvin, Divided Loyalies: Nationalism and Mass Politics in Syria at the Close of Empire (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1998), 164.  

5 Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 
Nationalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 147. 

6 The term “advanced nations” is used in Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations to describe 
Western powers. http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/leagcov.asp#art22. Accessed 6 April 2016. 

7 Perin Gurel also explores this point within the early Turkish republican context. See Perin Gurel, “Turkey 
and the United States After World War I: National Memory, Local Categories, and Provincializing the Transnational,” 
American Quarterly 67:2 (2015): 353-376. 

8 Paul Kramer, “Power and Connection: Imperial Histories of the United States in the World,” American 
Historical Review 116:5 (2011): 1348-1391; and Manela, The Wilsonian Moment. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/leagcov.asp#art22
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modernity, the Middle East required U.S. guidance. Likewise, London and Paris needed to relent to a 
“transfer of power” with Washington (244-245). If King, Crane, and company would have had their way, 
hints Patrick, the age of formal U.S. imperial power in the Middle East would have commenced in 1919. The 
King-Crane Commission, for this reason, should be considered as a failed imperial initiative, not a 
mythologized decolonizing one.  

An additionally forgotten, yet crucial, dimension of the King Crane Commission is its actual origin. The idea 
of a commission, as Patrick demonstrates in more detail than ever before, was not a U.S. one, or a Western 
one for that matter; rather, it came from Amir Faisal of the Hejaz, the son of Hashemite monarch Hussein 
(32). Fear of French dominance and the need to establish an alliance that would support his political 
ambitions led Faisal to initiate the United States’ infamous Middle East initiative. The inquiry was, in part, a 
result of the Hashemite prince’s choice not to reject the fresh mandates system outright while in Paris—a 
decision that immediately generated much controversy within nascent nationalist circles across bilad al-sham, 
or Greater Syria.9 Faisal, by suggesting that an international inquiry be sent to Ottoman lands to identify the 
most suitable Mandatories, opted for empire over decolonization, just as the Wilson administration and the 
King-Crane Commission had wished. The latter’s Hashemite origin, therefore, not only lends credence to the 
Commission’s transnational foundations, but also highlights Faisal’s direct connections to King-Crane’s failed 
imperial initiative, as well as with the contemporary rite of elusive decolonization in the post-Ottoman 
Middle East.  

These important contributions alone make America’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative a book well worth 
reading. However, they also leave me wanting more; a strict focus “on US perceptions of the Ottoman people 
in 1919” excludes integral dimensions of King-Crane’s transnational story (7). Using the private papers of 
various commissioners, Patrick very skilfully integrates recorded Middle Eastern perspectives that have for the 
most part been on the historiographical margins for far too long. Yet whereas these voices are not ignored, 
they are disconnected from much larger conversations that were taking place outside the borders of the 
Commission itself. For instance, how did Middle Eastern communities process the imperial irony that clearly, 
at the time, undergirded the King-Crane Commission? After all, in many Middle Eastern instances, there 
appeared to be not that much public confusion over the U.S. Commission’s overarching mandate—that is, to 
aid in implementing Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations. How then did King-Crane’s 
mandate, the idea of U.S. tutelage, and its final report fit into decolonizing Middle Eastern social imaginaries? 
How did these Middle Eastern public spheres and their participants encounter the very brief passersby on 
board the King-Crane caravan? Beyond important petitions and personal testimonies, did local, national, and 
regional conversations about decolonization impact the King-Crane report? And, if so, how? Answering such 
questions in any situation is no easy task, especially for Patrick, who ambitiously covers an entire region in 
dire flux. But, alas, I am still left—perhaps unjustly—wanting to know more about the Middle East’s 
numerous imagined King-Crane Commissions and how they intersected with those of their regional 
neighbours, as well as the United States. 

Without question, what has become clearer—and I am deeply grateful to Andrew Patrick for this—is that the 
King-Crane Commission of 1919, from its inception, was not about decolonization. Ironically, it was about 
imperialism. This key contribution has obliged me to rethink some of my own research, not to mention how 
I teach topics such as U.S.-Middle East relations, Arab decolonization, and racisms in the modern world. And 

                                                        
9 Gelvin, Divided Loyalties, 165-166. 
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for this reason, Andrew Patrick’s initiative should be commended; unlike King-Crane, America’s Forgotten 
Middle East Initiative should not be forgotten. 



H-Diplo Roundtable Reviews, Vol. XVII, No. 21 (2016) 

 

Review by Sarah Miglio, Wheaton College 

he King-Crane Commission never received enthusiastic support from Great Britain or France, and it 
has to a significant extent faded from historical memory.  Yet Andrew Patrick’s careful history of the 
Commission reclaims this event and its importance. Patrick argues that while the Commission itself 

failed to shape American or European policy in the post-World War I Ottoman lands, it did provide insight 
into American perceptions of the Middle East at a crucial moment when the United States was increasing its 
activity in the region. Patrick captures how the Commission’s reports proved emblematic of Wilsonian 
internationalist ideals after the Great War. Commission controversy – whether internal or external – revealed 
the extensive challenges to implementing Wilsonian postwar idealism. As Patrick explains, “It was also one of 
the first attempts to apply the vision of President Woodrow Wilson to the postwar world and, as elsewhere, 
this turned out to be controversial and confusing” (6).  Yet despite its failure to influence policies for the 
postwar Middle East, the Commission provides an important starting place for historians and political 
scientists who aim to understand the contemporary events in the region. 

Patrick’s history significantly advances our understanding of American perceptions of the Middle East in 
1919. Others have been content to marshal the King-Crane Commission for supporting evidence in the 
contentious debate about the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but Patrick resists this temptation. Instead, he 
provides a close reading of the Commission and its political context while offering a sober revision of 
longstanding misconceptions about the Commission and its legacy. Patrick’s reconstruction of the 
Commission’s varying recommendations including its participants’ “Western social imaginary” of the Middle 
East should cause scholars to pause and use the King-Crane Commission’s findings with care (5).  Patrick 
forgoes wistful counterfactuals or simplistic treatment of the Commission’s work and instead allows for the 
complexity of the postwar Ottoman region alongside the fluidity and inner divisions of the commissioners’ 
thinking. He demonstrates how the Commission was not an unheeded panacea for Arab rights in the region 
but that it was a flawed attempt to put Wilsonian ‘new diplomacy’ into practice. The commission sought to 
find a way to craft a new Middle East that took into account the wishes of the people, but the commissioners 
lacked faith in the ability of those people to govern themselves.  Patrick preserves the complexity of the King-
Crane Commission’s journey and reports (including the varying commission opinions towards Zionism and 
other political movements) while emphasizing how even the commissioners themselves could not reach unity 
in order to offer one set of recommendations for the future of the post-Ottoman Middle East.  

All too often, present political concerns overshadow the historical complexity the King-Crane Commission 
faced in completing their task. Patrick’s monograph clarifies the disputed legacy of the King-Crane 
Commission through his analysis of the contested origins of the proposed Inter-Allied Commission in Paris 
during the 1919 peace conference (chapters 1-5) and with his careful narrative of the American Commission’s 
journey to Istanbul, Palestine, Syria, and Lebanon (chapters 6-8). Patrick then closes with three chapters 
(chapters 9-11) that consider the implications of the Commission’s contradictory findings while placing the 
Commission members’ conflicting policy recommendations in their cultural and political context. These last 
chapters offer insightful analysis of the commissioners’ discourse related to race, religion, Wilsonian self-
determination, and modernity. 

Patrick’s analysis accentuates the genuine differences between European and American diplomacy and foreign 
policy after the war. These diplomatic distinctions were also manifest in very different attitudes towards the 
Middle East in 1919.  Woodrow Wilson’s commitment to self-determination proved steadfast. Wilson 
considered the ‘old diplomacy’ of Britain and France to be a threat to the future peace and well-being of the 
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Middle East, and he objected to European assumptions of imperial power over the region. These principled 
differences jeopardized the Inter-Allied composition of King-Crane Commission, and led to the gradual 
winnowing of British and French members until a solely American Commission remained. Patrick argues 
convincingly for the incompatibility of American commitments to self-determination with European imperial 
designs for the former Ottoman Empire. The Americans’ preliminary report, written before they left Paris, 
carried the pointed title, “The Dangers to the Allies from a Selfish Exploitation of the Turkish Empire,” and 
gave a Wilsonian indictment of the postwar European actions related to the settlement of the post-Ottoman 
peoples and land. (69, 79) The Americans’ open criticism of European desires to exert colonial rule over the 
Middle East caused significant diplomatic tension between the U.S., British, and French delegations. This 
sharp ideological divide between Wilson and the European imperial powers rose from differing assumptions 
about how best to encourage the Middle East in its advance towards modernization. Wilson and his advisors 
advocated for a developmental vision for the postwar Middle East that would place the former Ottoman 
territories under the mandatory care of more ‘advanced’ powers such as Britain, France, and the United 
States. (30-31) The Wilsonian goal for postwar Middle Eastern mandates was not permanent, colonial control 
but temporary oversight that encouraged and led to independence and national sovereignty.  

Patrick also highlights the ironic contradiction that the now solely American commission assumed the West’s 
superiority and consequently asserted its duty to direct Middle Eastern affairs.  Even as Americans criticized 
the selfishness of European imperialism, they were not immune to the “Western social imaginary” and 
preconceived opinions about the Middle East that grew from their exposure to cultural productions derived 
from European imperial encounters in the Middle East. This Western lens included assumptions about race, 
religion, gender, self-determination, and modernity. Patrick’s argument exposing the “Western social 
imaginary” of the commissioners provides insight into the power that the rhetoric of Western ‘civilization’ 
held over Europeans and Americans.  As a part of this rhetoric, Patrick highlights the persistence of Western 
religious beliefs that informed postwar politics and foreign policy.  In 1919, the few Western experts on the 
modern Middle East often came by their Middle Eastern encounters and knowledge through religious belief 
and practice. American missionaries went to the Ottoman Empire to try and save souls, but they often ended 
up gathering intelligence or offering counsel to their government back home. Four of the five key members of 
the King-Crane Commission were ordained ministers, leaving the sole non-clergyman to relish his “ungodly” 
profile amongst the team. (56) Demographics of the Commission aside, its members largely assumed the 
preeminence and superiority of Western culture and religion, and their own personal beliefs and religious 
commitments intertwined seamlessly with Wilsonian internationalist progressivism in particular.  

Patrick’s close reading of the King-Crane Commission and his analysis of the commissioners’ assumptions 
about modernity reminds us how central developmental theories of ‘civilization’ were to Wilsonian 
internationalists and progressives. The bold optimism and willingness of Wilson to take on mandates in order 
to help shape and nurture Middle Easterners into more ‘independent,’ ‘modern,’ and ‘civilized’ people 
capable of sovereign rule proved to be a chauvinistic expression of assumed American superiority vis-à-vis the 
Middle East. This was also an expression of confidence in the inherent capacity of most Middle Eastern 
people to become more modern as they became more civilized. Patrick captures this Wilsonian sentiment, 
“the ability to become modern,” but he does not gloss over the darker side to the optimism of Wilsonian 
ideals of exporting democracy and promoting self-determination (182-221). For the Commission, 
disagreements arose when trying to adjudicate which former Ottoman subjects possessed the ability to 
modernize, and which people groups required more oversight.  
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Patrick concludes, “Although the commission members disagreed about the ability of the Ottoman subjects to 
become modern, they agreed (and did not even find it necessary to debate) that modernity was the best and 
only possible destination for the Ottoman lands” (219).  Defining modernity often proved divisive, but as 
Patrick shows, the Commission appeared united in the assumption that being modern would include 
embracing secular government, a market economy, a civic law code, universal education, and rights for 
women and minorities (ethnic and religious). The Commission assumed that “the establishment of Western-
style states in the Middle East was compulsory for the region’s future prosperity” and its only path to 
modernity (187). To become modern, the Middle East needed to become Western and preferably more 
American.  

The implications of Patrick’s argument are worth noting for historians considering twentieth-century 
American history within its global context. Religion and race proved to be dominating factors in the postwar 
American attempts to engage the Middle East and redirect European imperial ambitions. Patrick explains, 
“Race and religion served as convenient and malleable justificatory tools for Americans debating their 
government’s policy towards the rest of the world, which is what made (and makes) them such powerful 
concepts” (220). Meanwhile, the idealism of Wilsonian self-determination proved quite difficult to apply 
consistently to the post-Ottoman world, especially given the internal divisions within the King-Crane 
Commission about how best to equip and empower Middle Easterners for self-rule and a sovereign state. 
America’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative reveals the wisdom of grappling with the powerful role concepts of 
race and religion played for Americans as the United States assumed a greater role in world affairs, and those 
who read Patrick’s clarifying work will benefit from his careful and even-handed study of an important but 
overlooked moment in American and Middle Eastern history. 
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Review by Elizabeth F. Thompson, University of Virginia 

merica’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative is a long-awaited study of President Woodrow Wilson’s signal 
effort to implement his ideal of self-determination at the Paris Peace Conference.  In May 1919, in 
defiance of the colonial aims of Britain and France, Wilson sent the King-Crane Commission to poll 

the views of peoples in the defeated Ottoman Empire on how they wished to be governed.  This was a radical 
attack upon the policies that Wilson believed had drawn the world to war:  secret treaties and imperialism.   
France and Britain, among other Allies, occupied Ottoman territories at war’s end and claimed them as the 
right of the victor.   Wilson, however, had entered the war as an associate, not an ally, so that the United 
States might leverage a transition to a new world order built on law and deliberate governance.  He engaged 
the French and British in heated debate during his weeks in Paris, but was forced to betray many of his 
principles in the resultant Treaty of Versailles.   Desperate to salvage some of his ideals, Wilson put all his 
idealist chips on Syria.  He insisted that Paris must consider the people’s views before determining how to 
parcel Ottoman territories.   France and Britain refused to send representatives on the fact-finding mission, so 
the Americans went alone. 

Andrew Patrick’s study is the first full monograph on the King-Crane Commission in fifty years.1  While 
covering similar ground to Harry N. Howard’s volume, Patrick uses new documents to answer a long-
festering debate about the Commission:  were its Protestant clerics biased against the interests of Jewish 
Zionists and Catholic French?  Did they therefore manipulate Arab opinion against them?  The resulting 
inquiry is a compelling intervention into debates on the efficacy of foreign intervention, with relevance today 
as Syrians again confront the demise of their government and as Great Powers again respond to what they 
perceive to be the will of the people. 

Patrick confirms and expands upon Howard’s major themes:  that the Commission traveled under a cloud of 
dissent and controversy, that it split in its views, that leaders Charles Crane and Henry Churchill King issued 
a report warning of Arabs’ vehement opposition to Britain’s plan for a Jewish home in Palestine and France’s 
aim to occupy Syria, and finally, that the report was issued too late. Indeed, the Versailles Treaty that outlined 
the British and French mandates was signed on June 28, two months before King and Crane submitted their 
report. Ten days after King boarded a ship home from France, on September 15, the British agreed to cede 
occupation of Syria to French troops, in defiance of King-Crane’s recommendations against French rule. 

The unpublished report became an urban legend; its contents were generally known but not published for 
two more years, whilst the League of Nations proceeded to implement British and French imperial aims.   
Critics have therefore spilt much ink since 1919 to discredit the report.  It is this cloudy legacy that Patrick 
aims to clear up.  

Indeed, Patrick’s copious research confirms that King and Crane acted without the biases that critics later 
claimed. The book’s most original contribution is its careful analysis of the members’ views before and after 
the trip.  It demonstrates that although most members of the committee were clerics or tied to missionary 
enterprises, they did not set out for the Middle East with a plan to defeat Zionism, or France’s Catholic 
power.  More particularly, Patrick defends Crane against charges of anti-Semitism:  Crane’s writings before, 

                                                        
1 Harry N. Howard, The King-Crane Commission: An American Inquiry in the Middle East (Beirut: Khayats, 
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during and just after 1919 show sympathy for Jews, if not for the Zionists’ project to establish a homeland in 
Palestine.  The book’s findings thus challenge claims made recently by Israeli and French historians who reject 
efforts to locate the failure of the King-Crane mission as the original sin, opening the gates to a century of 
conflict in Greater Syria.2 

However, Patrick does not thereby defend scholars who insist that the Commission was neutral.  He does 
show, on the one hand, that King and Crane remained remarkably open-minded, receptive to the opinions 
they heard in Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, and Istanbul.  They were committed to sustaining the Wilsonian 
principle that all people have the right to voice their opinion on who should rule them, and how. Wilson had 
chosen King and Crane, non-specialists in the Middle East, precisely because he hoped that they would not 
bring preconceptions to bear.  But, as Patrick shows, the two men still carried mental baggage about the 
exceptional altruism and modernity of the United States, compared to the lesser racial and cultural status of 
Middle Eastern society. These preconceptions framed the final report, which recommended that Americans 
assume the Middle Eastern mandates.  Patrick’s deft use of the literature on Orientalism that has appeared 
since 1963 broadens the significance of King-Crane Commission beyond the ‘what if’ appeal in Howard’s 
book.  

Dissenting members of the Commission also carried mental baggage.  William Yale and George Montgomery 
were technical advisors to King and Crane, hand-picked by William Westermann, a member of the American 
peace delegation in Paris.  Westermann opposed the King-Crane Commission, insisting that the fate of the 
Arabs should be decided at Paris.   Patrick demonstrates that Yale and Montgomery remained true to 
Westermann’s mandate, not Wilson’s principles. Tellingly, their reports engaged little with the testimony of 
Syrians, but rather appealed to racial stereotype and selective history to predict that Arabs would oppress non-
Muslims as much or worse than the Ottoman Turks had.  And while the dissidents shared with King and 
Crane a ‘social imaginary’ about cultural determinants of modernity, they were more pessimistic about Arabs’ 
ability to learn.  They therefore rejected the recommendation of light-handed American guidance, and instead 
argued that the Arabs should be put under British and French control.  

Patrick’s study addresses broad questions of international history regarding the efficacy of foreign intervention 
and the likelihood that any commission of inquiry might produce a report perceived as neutral and just.  In 
Patrick’s view, the King-Crane case is a cautionary tale.  The American authors of the report could not escape 
their own racial and religious preconceptions any better than the imperialists in Paris could.  Readers of the 
report were also politically conditioned.  In Paris, word of the report met immediate hostility – and Yale set to 
work with French diplomats to circumvent it.  American politicians, too, responded to the report as fit their 
political agendas.   Patrick touches only briefly on the suppression of the report in the critical year after its 
completion.   Further research on why King and Crane did not publicize it after Wilson fell ill is sorely 
needed in order to assess more fully Americans’ role in the fateful process that implement policies in direct 
contradiction of their recommendations.  Scholars who study the potential today for a foreign role in 
reconstructing Syria and Iraq will find much to consider here. 

                                                        
2 Patrick, America’s Forgotten Middle East Initiative, 90-91; Michael B. Oren, Power, Faith and Fantasy: America 

in the Middle East: 1776 to the Present (New York: W.W. Norton, 2007) 276-80; Gérard D. Khoury, La France et 
l’Orient arabe (Paris: Albin Michel, 2009) 172-73. 
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The book raises other important questions for scholars of the Middle East.  As a historian of Syria, I find 
Patrick’s discussion of the role of propaganda in the inquiry compelling.  He brings forth new material from 
the Central Zionist Archives in Jerusalem to show that Zionist agents matched efforts by French and Arab 
political interests to organize testimony to the King-Crane Commission.  In a departure from an older 
literature--- which dismissed the orchestrated petition campaigns as producing artificial opinion-- Patrick 
argues that we must understand them as a process which is normal to modern politics. He concludes that 
despite irregularities, the inquiry process likely did reveal genuine political opinion, insofar as any survey 
might.  At minimum, political interventions must be balanced against the fact that the Commission collected 
data from a rather large sample of the population, it visited 36 towns, met delegations from 1,500 villages, 
and received 1,863 petitions.  Patrick offers, then, a significant re-reading of Prince Faisal’s effort to rally 
support for an independent, unified, and democratic state under his kingship.   But he also left me wanting 
more detail and a deeper theoretical discussion of propaganda, democracy, and modern politics. 

I hope that future research will take up these and other questions raised by Patrick, and also engage more 
directly with Arabic-language sources.  The ‘Wilsonian Moment,’as it has been dubbed, is remembered 
vividly by Arabs of Greater Syria, whose schoolbooks recall it in simple terms of national betrayal.  But the 
petitions, speeches, and press coverage in Arabic reveal a rich political debate that could and should be 
brought forward in response to the brutal attempt today by the Islamic State to avenge the Sykes-Picot treaty 
and the Paris peace settlement with an intolerant caliphate.  Historical evidence suggests that Syrian Arabs 
took a much more liberal approach. James Gelvin’s Divided Loyalties,3 the sole monograph in English on the 
topic, throws light on the rise of populist politics in 1919-20.  In addition, a flood of new research on the 
social impact of World War I begs for fuller treatment of the impact of mass death and trauma on politics, 
and on the ways in which Muslims and non-Muslims considered ways of re-establishing tolerance and co-
existence as alternatives to the sectarian states set up by the French and British. 

With its thorough and acute analysis of all available documentation in English, America’s Forgotten Middle 
East Initiative will be considered the definitive study of the Commission for years to come.  It is a significant 
contribution to debates on the possibility of neutral intervention, and so should be read as a companion to 
another book published this past fall:  Susan Pederson’s The Guardians,4 a disturbing portrait of how Wilson’s 
vision of an impartial League of Nations was appropriated by the racist and colonial interests that King-Crane 
had warned against. 

                                                        
3 James L. Gelvin, Divided Loyalties:  Nationalism and Mass Politics in Syria at the Close of Empire (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1998). 

4 Susan Pedersen, The Guardians: The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2015). 
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Author’s Response by Andrew Patrick, Tennessee State University 

 am grateful to Thomas Maddux and Diane Labrosse for commissioning this roundtable, and to Thomas 
Schwartz for suggesting to me that my book would be a natural fit for such an undertaking. I also want to 
thank Elizabeth Thompson, Sarah Miglio, Maurice Jr. Labelle, and Michael Limberg for taking the time 

to review my book. These are eloquent and generous reviews, all of which directly engage with my argument 
in thoughtful and different ways. I tried to re-examine the history of the ever-controversial King-Crane 
Commission from the words of its members and I am pleased that these four reviewers agree that I have 
largely succeeded in this. Allow me to discuss a few of the many excellent points brought up in the reviews. 

One of the main issues that the reviewers prompted me to revisit is the degree to which the attitudes of 
President Woodrow Wilson and his supporting cast at the Paris Peace Conference ‘genuinely differed’ (to 
slightly rework Sarah Miglio’s phrasing) with the leaders of the other victorious powers on matters of 
imperialism, at least as they pertained to the Ottoman lands. Did the Wilsonian King-Crane Commission, in 
the end, “back imperialism, not decolonization,” in Maurice Jr. Labelle’s words? The point I make in the 
book is that the King-Crane Commission members and most Americans of the era shared with their 
European counterparts an elevated perception of western society’s merits but, within the discursive space 
allowed for by this hierarchical conception of humanity, differed on the role that the ‘superior’ peoples should 
play in the future of these ‘lesser’ peoples. If we use “imperial” as a category of analysis (as suggested in a 
recent article by Paul Kramer which Labelle cites),1 then yes, the King-Crane Commission was advocating for 
mandates which did indeed reproduce the global hierarchy and eventually became simply a different mode of 
domination. Both Labelle and Elizabeth Thompson suggest Susan Pedersen’s The Guardians: The League of 
Nations and the Crisis of Empire2 as a book that could be read in conjunction with mine (quite an honor), and 
this is instructive. Even when Britain granted ‘independence’ to Iraq, to borrow one of Pedersen’s examples, it 
was largely a move towards a more convenient imperial mode of domination. 

The attitudes of Wilson and the authors of the King-Crane Commission Report (Henry Churchill King, 
Albert Lybyer, and Charles R. Crane) were, however, pushing the boundaries of this hierarchical mindset and 
hence they did differ from their imperial counterparts. Mandates, according to this line of thinking, were 
intended to be didactic, finite, and non-exploitative. In these mandates, there was to be a tapering of tutorial 
control by one of the victorious powers. To use one example I discuss in the book, the Commission argued 
that the United States as mandatory power would not be “selfish and monopolistic” and expect “large 
financial profits” like the other powers, but could rightfully expect “a fair return” on the “large amounts of 
capital” that they would need to pump into post-Ottoman mandates (245). One could read into this the 
possibility of a softer decolonization (that, in reality, rarely came to pass) or one could see the seeds of a less 
observable but similarly insidious economic exploitation of the globe (which did indeed come to pass). It is 
impossible to know whether or not the tutorial mandate setup could ever have done what Wilson intended it 
to do in the Ottoman lands, particularly when one considers the outright rejection of mandates by most of 
the people interviewed by the King-Crane Commission. It is also impossible to know if more official 
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American participation in the League of Nations could have made any sort of difference in how mandates 
functioned. While the rhetoric of Americans at the Peace Conference suggested that the implementation of 
their style of mandates might have made a difference in certain parts of the world, the actions of the American 
government in somewhat comparable situations like the American West, Mexico, Hawaii, and the Philippines 
(and a preponderant lack of introspection about these actions), indicate that it might not have. Wilson and 
the authors of the King-Crane Commission Report, then, did genuinely differ with Britain and particularly 
France in their conception of mandates, but the discursive space for this difference was rather limited. Global 
domination by the victorious powers in the near and medium term was the consensus. 

The reviewers also note things that I did not do in the book. I think these critiques are fair and I would like to 
highlight them as a call for further scholarship. Thompson and Labelle both wanted more on the Greater 
Syrian and Turkish perception of the King-Crane Commission. I agree that there is much more to be done on 
the political wrangling of 1919 in the Ottoman lands but I admittedly did not have the time, funding, or 
word count to expand the book much in this direction. Thompson’s suggestion of a more detailed discussion 
of propaganda during the King-Crane Commission’s visit to Greater Syria is an excellent one and should 
certainly be taken up by future scholars. Thompson and Michael Limberg indicate that they wanted to know 
more about the afterlife of the Commission, including the ‘suppression’ and other circumstances surrounding 
the release of the Report, as well as its influence in the interwar years and beyond. When I began this study, I 
expected to find evidence of the Report’s suppression because so many scholars had employed this term when 
describing its delayed release, but since I found no proof that the Report was actively ‘suppressed’ I did not 
use the term in the book. I also did not find much direct evidence of the Commission’s Report being used to 
influence regional policy in the interwar years, though this was admittedly not my research focus. Limberg 
also fairly calls for further contextualization of the Report’s release in the tumultuous events of the region in 
1922. A fuller, if not extensive, discussion of this did exist in previous versions of the manuscript but 
unfortunately these were shortened and relegated to footnotes for reasons of word count (see 178 (n. 63) and 
179 (n. 70)). Limberg knows more than I do about U.S.-Middle East relations in the 1920s and I anticipate 
that his forthcoming work will inform us further on these matters. 

Thanks again to my reviewers for their efforts. My book is a focused study of one episode in the chronically 
understudied World War I-era in the Middle East. There are scores of other such focused studies that should 
be undertaken, many of which are underway, in order to develop the field further. It is an exciting time to be 
a scholar in this field. 
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