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Empire, Espionage, and the Edwardian Era: 
How Culture Shaped British Intelligence Gathering in the Middle East 

through WWI 
 

By Elizabeth Pfisterer, The United States Military Academy 
 
Culture is both a human construct and a learned behavior; it is a form of 
communication, creation, and conflict. As defined by Priya Satia, culture is 
a mentalité that conditions individuals to think and act in certain ways.1 It is 
manifested both internally and externally via beliefs, attitudes, social 
systems, and economic patterns. The cultural forms that swept through 
Britain during the Edwardian era, from the turn of the twentieth century to 
the end of World War I (WWI), influenced the way Britons viewed the world. 
Intimately connected to imperial power, Edwardian culture heralded 
spiritual, economic, and social change, particularly for the aristocratic class. 
Seeking spiritual enlightenment and escape from their rigid cultural duties, 
Edwardian elites traveled to exotic peripheries of the empire, particularly the 
Middle East. There, they conducted both military and personal—state and 
individually motivated—intelligence operations during WWI. Edwardian 
culture thus shaped British espionage efforts in the Middle East through new 
perceptions of Orientalism, rigid social structures, and shifting economic 
consumption patterns which particularly concerned oil.  

The existing historiography of the covert empire in the Middle East 
has largely fixated on the contributions of T. E. Lawrence. Broader 
scholarship concerning the British empire in the Middle East often analyzes 
the interwar period and Britain’s final attempts for power amidst a declining 
empire.2 Recent scholarship concentrates primarily on the British imperial 
connection to the raging Palestinian Israeli conflict. Priya Satia’s research 

 
1 Priya Satia, Spies in Arabia: The Great War and the Cultural Foundations of Britain’s 
Covert Empire in the Middle East (Oxford University Press, 2008), 12. 
 
2 Calder Walton, Empire of Secrets: British Intelligence, the Cold War and the Twilight of 
Empire (William Collins, 2014), 1. 
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furthered the subject of British espionage and covert empire extensively. She 
argued that Edwardian cultural perceptions and stigmas, especially 
Orientalist outlooks as defined by Edward Said, most directly influenced the 
behavior of British spies in the Middle East. This project will look at culture 
holistically to explain British spy activities in the Middle East. Expounding 
upon Satia’s cultural perceptions, this project will also examine Edwardian 
social status, gender roles, and economic shifts as influential factors of 
British espionage in the Middle East.  

The Edwardian era, which spanned from around 1901 to the end of 
WWI, represented a period of marked contrasts. Strict social classes 
stratified Edwardian society, clearly dividing the aristocracy from the 
burgeoning middle class and the poor working class. Rigid gender roles 
emphasized public life, leadership, and imperial duty for men, but they 
largely confined women to the domestic sphere. At the same time, the 
suffragette movement gained global renown, and more women entered the 
workforce. Empire was at the center of Edwardian culture—the vast British 
empire fueled nationalistic pride, which permeated education, clubs, and 
media.3 Newly-signed protective alliances, along with the emergence of pro-
empire organizations, reinvigorated imperial sentiment. Yet, this pride 
masked anxieties about Britain’s fading role as an imperial superpower. 
Amid rising movements for self-determination, Britons increasingly feared 
the decline of the empire. The shadow of WWI amplified these tensions, as 
the war revealed the fragility of the imperial structure and prompted 
questions about equal status for colonial soldiers. Economically, the drive for 
modernization wrought by the war enabled more people to access wealth, 
education, and leisure. Yet, the war created a heavy reliance upon natural 
resources and exposed the vulnerability of traditional industries. Despite the 
opulence and traditions of the Edwardian era, such social, economic, and 
political shifts began to unsettle the very foundation of British society.  

 
3 Sarah Mills, “Scouting for Girls? Gender and the Scout Movement in Britain,” Gender, 
Place & Culture 18, no. 4 (July 29, 2011): 538, accessed November 2024, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0966369x.2011.583342. 
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It was precisely at this cultural moment that Edwardian spies 
conducted intricate intelligence operations in the Middle East. Since the mid-
1800s, British imperial interests necessitated an understanding of the region 
they called “Arabia.” Spanning a “vaguely defined desert domain of 
Bedouin,” Arabia was an Ottoman possession that largely consisted of 
modern-day Jordan, Syria, Israel, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq. 4  British 
intelligence operations served to undermine Ottoman influence, understand 
desert topography and tribal customs, establish railroad and overland trade 
routes to India, and extract plentiful natural resources. Unlike espionage 
conducted in Europe, where secret intelligence agencies coordinated 
operations, espionage in the Middle East was controlled by the Foreign 
Office and the agents themselves.5 As such, Edwardian agents—hailing from 
wealthy military, diplomatic, and scholarly backgrounds—exerted 
tremendous control on their operations.   

The most legendary intelligence agents of the era were T. E. 
Lawrence and Gertrude Bell. T. E. Lawrence was a British elite who earned 
the nickname “Lawrence of Arabia” for his many expeditions. Lawrence 
gained worldwide renowned for his participation in the Arab Revolt, where 
he leveraged his deep knowledge of Arabic language and culture to conduct 
guerrilla warfare against the Ottoman empire and provide critical 
intelligence to British forces.6 Considered the “Desert Queen,” Gertrude Bell 
was another British aristocrat who traveled extensively through Arabia to 
map uncharted territories, document archaeological sites, and forge 
connections with local tribes. 7  Lawrence and Bell, like other Edwardian 
agents in Arabia, sought knowledge, escape, and spiritual redemption 
through intelligence operations. Wider cultural shifts motivated Edwardian 

 
4 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 13. 
 
5 Walton, Empire of Secrets, 1. 
 
6 Satia, Spies in Arabia,149.  
 
7 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 190. 
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agents towards these goals while also influencing how agents conduct their 
operations. 

Steeped in ideas of empire, Edwardian culture reinforced a racialized 
hierarchy that held British citizens as superior to colonized people, including 
Arabs. Newfound interest in the Middle East gave rise to the Edwardian 
cultural phenomenon of Orientalism—the perception that Arabia was a 
mystical land holding universal secrets and whose mysteriously simple 
inhabitants were exploitable. 8  The Edwardian attitude of Orientalism 
motivated British agents to collect intelligence in the Middle East. It also 
provided racial justification for deceitful intelligence gathering methods and 
future systems of British governance. Edwardian agents applied Orientalism 
in two lenses: towards the Arabian landscape and towards the Arabian 
people. 

As applied to the landscape, Orientalism inspired Edwardian agents 
to collect intelligence in Arabia as a means of accessing spiritual knowledge. 
Known as the “land of Holy Writ,” Arabia was the cradle of Abrahamic 
religions, encompassing sacred cities such as Jerusalem, Mecca, and 
Nazareth. For Edwardian agents, ancient religious connections transformed 
the region into a “living museum” of the Bible, where narratives of religious 
history seemed to come alive in the physical and cultural landscape.9 This 
Orientalist association between the land and divine knowledge motivated 
agents to approach their intelligence work with an almost sacred reverence. 
To them, Arabia was not just a geopolitical space but a realm of divine 
mystery that needed to be understood. T. E. Lawrence, for instance, titled his 
first book The Seven Pillars of Wisdom as a reference to the Book of 
Proverbs. Lawrence saw a Biblical parallel for the profound "pillars" of 
spiritual wisdom he perceived— and hoped to unearth through intelligence 
operations— in Arabia's landscape. 

 
8 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (Penguin, 1978), 7. 
 
9 Cherie J. Lenzen, “The Desert and the Sown: An Introduction to the Archaeological and 
Historiographic Challenge,” Mediterranean Archaeology 16 (2003): 6, accessed November 
2024, https://doi.org/10.2307/24668021. 
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Moreover, the empty desert, which was almost entirely devoid of life 
and color, represented a humble landscape to Edwardian agents— a “somber 
background” that severely juxtaposed the hustle and vibrancy of Britain.10 
Unlike the prideful, materialistic landscape of Britain, the Arabian desert did 
not favor wealth; it favored only survival, epitomizing a sense of God-
ordained simplicity. Through this Orientalist view, the desert enabled a 
deeper connection to divine truths: “All the little accessories with which we 
have learnt to shield ourselves fall away, and you are just there [closer to 
God].”11 Arabia thus became a “manifestation of divine cosmic order” for 
Edwardian agents. 12  To them, Arabia held deep secrets of religion and 
civilization that needed to be uncovered. 

Orientalist perceptions of the land caused Edwardian agents to view 
Arabia as mystical and detached from empirical reasoning. The desert’s vast, 
empty spaces seemed to defy the logical frameworks of measurement, 
classification, and material progress that dominated Western thought at the 
time. Instead, agents viewed Arabia as a realm where the intangible held 
sway—a space beyond the reach of modernity, where universal truths could 
be accessed through spiritual insight rather than empirical analysis: 
“occultism and the desert . . . stemmed from the emergent awareness of a 
hidden reality beyond ordinary sensory perception.” 13  Such thinking 
influenced Edwardian agents to collect intelligence for spiritual fulfillment 
rather than empirical analysis.  

The austere beauty and Biblical associations of the desert, combined 
with its vast emptiness, motivated agents to fully immerse themselves in its 

 
10 Gertrude Bell, Persian Pictures: From the Mountains to the Sea (Anthem Press, 1894), 
1. 
 
11 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 92. 
 
12 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 93. 
 
13 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 134. 
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mysteries.14 They soon began to dress in local garb and spend long periods 
of time in the desert, hoping to gain an ancient sense of spiritual fulfillment.15 
They also engaged with local tribes, documented Bedouin customs, and 
mapped local terrain as pathways to uncovering divine truths believed to be 
inscribed in the landscape.16 Edwardian agents believed that understanding 
the natural rhythms of the desert—its hidden water sources, winding trade 
routes, and nomadic tribes—offered a deeper connection to God and 
universal enlightenment. Orientalist perceptions infused their work with a 
sense of purpose, blending the pragmatic aims of intelligence gathering with 
an almost sacred quest to decode the spiritual essence of Arabia. 

These agents also viewed Arab people through an Orientalist lens, 
causing them to employ unscrupulous intelligence gathering techniques. 
Viewing the local way of life as simple and uncultivated, agents dismissed 
Arabs as unfit to manage their own affairs without external guidance. 
Lawrence observed with condescension that the Arabs were “unhelped and 
untaught,” claiming that they exerted control with “paper tools.”17 To these 
agents, Arabs were primitive and lacking civilized tools of governance; they 
were inherently exploitable. The British, on the other hand, were powerful 
and advanced, making them perfect exemplars of democratic government. 
Agents coined a new dichotomy to explain the paternalistic relationship 
between Britain and Arabia: the desert and the sown. The “desert” 
symbolized the nomadic, undeveloped life of the Arabs, while the “sown” 
represented the cultivated, orderly existence of European city-dwellers.18 
This distinction underscored the Orientalist view that Arabs were primitive 

 
14 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 84. 
 
15 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 113. 
 
16 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 116. 
 
17 As quoted in Lenzen, “The Desert and the Sown,” 6. 
 
18 Lenzen, “The Desert and the Sown,” 5. 
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and disconnected from modern civilization, making them ideal targets for 
manipulation and intelligence collection. 

To exploit perceived Arabian inferiority, Edwardian agents immersed 
themselves in Arab culture, adopting local customs to gain trust and conduct 
their operations. They dressed in traditional clothing, learned Arabic, and ate 
local food, believing that immersion would build public trust and give them 
the “knowledge of the Arabs” necessary for their missions.19 Such mimicry 
amounted to “local cunning,” as agents unscrupulously used the social 
structures of Arabian society to collect information and further British 
imperial objectives.20 For example, fully-immersed agents often befriended 
and grew close to high-ranking tribal chiefs, allowing them to infiltrate 
important Arab offices and access sensitive information. Edwardian agents 
also created hysteria by spreading rumors, cryptograms, and prophecies. 
Lawrence and his fellow agent Stewart Francis Newcombes were 
particularly involved in these intricate deception operations.21  To capture 
Aqaba from the Ottoman Turks in 1917, for instance, British agents 
weaponized the radio waves to spread false information: “Signalers would 
make hay with their wireless sets.” 22  False information spread quickly 
through central information channels, distracting the public from the 
activities of Edwardian agents and enabling British officials to take control 
of chaotic Arabian towns. 

The “dishonorable behavior” of Edwardian agents was justified by 
the belief that Arabs, being an uncultivated people, were incapable of self-
rule and therefore required British intervention. 23  By framing the Arab 
people as inferior and exploitable, Edwardian agents felt entitled to use 

 
19 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 5. 
 
20 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 139. 
 
21 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 147. 
 
22 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 147. 
 
23 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 140. 
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deceptive and unethical techniques—particularly in spreading mass hysteria 
with false information and rumors—in their intelligence operations. This 
Orientalist mindset not only determined the methods that agents employed 
but also reinforced the broader imperial narrative of Arab subjugation.  

Guided by Orientalist assumptions, Edwardian intelligence 
operations eventually mapped onto new systems of governance in Arabia. As 
British espionage continued, Arabia became a devoted spy-space which 
provided Edwardian agents with “any amount of unscrupulous covert 
activity.” 24  Eventually, covert operations provided Britain with plentiful 
information and allowed them to obtain local control. “Intelligence, through 
its pursuit of knowledge, begets power.” 25  Britain could now impose 
structures of governance that aligned with its imperial ambitions. Orientalist 
hierarchies framed such forms of government in Arabia. The British viewed 
Arabs as uncultivated and racially inferior. However, Arabian monotheism, 
fair skin, and historical connection to trade made Arabs “better-class 
inhabitants” and placed them above Africans in the racial order. 26  This 
perception influenced British classifications of oversight in the region, as 
Arabian territories became Class A mandates through the League of Nations. 
Class A mandates—including Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Palestine—were 
closer to self-rule and required less direct supervision than African B or C 
mandates, which were deemed in need of extensive “tutelage.” 27  Racial 

 
24 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 140. 
 
25 Michael S. Goodman, “Review of Spies in Arabia: The Great War and the Cultural 
Foundations of Britain’s Covert Empire in the Middle East, by Priya Satia,” Middle East 
Journal 63, no. 1 (2009): 156, accessed November 2024, https://doi.org/10.2307/25482619. 
 

26 Walter Townley, “Persia (Iran): Correspondence; Affairs of Persia and Central Asia, 
Parts 4-6; 1914-1916,” 1914, accessed November 2024, 
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C16532308. 
 
27 League of Nations, “The Covenant of the League of Nations” (United Nations, 1919), 
https://www.ungeneva.org/en/about/league-of-nations/covenant. 
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categorizations justified Britain’s lighter imperial touch in Arabia while 
maintaining ultimate control over the region. 

Despite the apparent elevation of Arabs, British actions often 
reinforced Arab subjugation. Agreements like the Sykes-Picot Agreement 
and the Balfour Declaration highlight the duplicity of British diplomacy. 
While British officials promised postwar sovereignty to Arab leaders like 
Emir Faisal, they simultaneously established a Jewish state to “secure pro-
British settlement near Suez.”28  The British partitioned the region not for 
Arab independence but rather as a tool to secure alliances and postwar 
dominance. Routine British betrayals merely suited imperial interests and 
revealed the superficiality of British commitments. The British chose to 
elevate or dismiss Arabs as a matter of strategy, reflecting Britain’s blend of 
Orientalism and covert operations to exploit the region.  

The strict social structures of the Edwardian era also shaped 
intelligence operations in Arabia. Expensive travel costs, combined with the 
political connections required to be an agent, ensured that intelligence agents 
were almost exclusively wealthy aristocrats. Because movement between 
different social classes was severely limited during the Edwardian period, 
the British aristocracy became extremely well-connected. Such vast 
interconnectedness ensured that agents shared and worked through channels 
of like-minded mutual colleagues, allowing them to build on each other’s 
work while keeping public awareness of their activities diffuse. 29  Many 
agents were not only spies but also prolific writers, archaeologists, and 
scholars. Some even shared familial connections. Their professional and 
personal relationships often overlapped, creating a tight-knit, elite 
community united by class and espionage. To further consolidate aristocratic 
influence in Arabian intelligence operations, Edwardian agents—including 
Lawrence and Bell, as well as the influential David Hogarth, Gerard 

 
28 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 201. 
 
29 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 49. 
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Leachman, and William Henry Irvine Shakespear—became prominent 
members of the Royal Geographical Society.30  

The shared aristocratic bonds created a close community of 
intelligence collectors and ensured that secret operations were known only 
by a handful of connected people. They also fostered trust and facilitated the 
seamless exchange of information from agent to agent. In this way, stratified 
Edwardian social structures determined who could collect intelligence in 
Arabia. This networked collaboration extended into the field, as agents often 
traveled together, passed on intelligence, and advised one another on 
strategic projects. For instance, the experienced agent Charles Doughty 
advised Lawrence on his first travels.31  Likewise, Bell attended the 1902 
Delhi Durbar and learned invaluable Arabian secrets from such agents as 
John Lorimer and Valentine Chirol.32 Collaboration was vital in operations 
that required localized knowledge and coordination, enabling agents to 
infiltrate tribal networks, spread propaganda, and gather intelligence with 
remarkable efficiency. 

At the same time, Edwardian agents’ ties to academic and political 
circles back in Britain helped obscure the true nature of their work. The 
aristocracy ran the country; rarely could Britons of the lower class attain 
positions of power in the government. British agents permeated the 
intellectual and governmental elite, mixing “with the worlds of letters and 
politics at home.”33 High connections allowed Edwardian agents to obscure 
their true activities, as powerful politicians and cultural influencers 
controlled the narrative on Arabia. Intelligence activities thus remained 
diffuse and poorly understood by the broader public, allowing agents to 
continue their work without public awareness. Furthermore, the high 

 
30 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 37. 
 
31 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 37. 
 
32 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 37. 
 
33 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 5. 
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standing of Edwardian agents granted them access to foreign diplomats, 
tribal leaders, and officials without raising suspicion, giving their 
intelligence operations an air of legitimacy. Familial and scholarly networks 
not only enhanced the agents’ operational effectiveness but also reinforced 
their shared sense of purpose. The interconnectedness of the rigid Edwardian 
aristocracy allowed agents to more easily exchange ideas and coordinate 
strategies, ensuring that their work advanced British imperial objectives 
while remaining secret. 

Strict Edwardian and Arabian gender roles allowed women spies to 
navigate intelligence networks inaccessible to their male counterparts. At a 
time when societal norms relegated women to domestic roles, few expected 
women to contribute to strategic efforts in the Middle East. British officials 
often celebrated the lack of women in Arabian operations: “There was 
nothing female in the Arab movement (Arab Revolt), but the camels!”34 
Women spies eventually took advantage of this underestimation, operating 
under the radar and gaining access to information unavailable to men.  

Gertrude Bell, one of the few female spies of her time, leveraged both 
Edwardian and Arabian perceptions of fragility and unawareness to gain 
access to sensitive information. Bell’s extensive diary entries reveal how her 
gender granted her access to spaces and conversations inaccessible to male 
agents. For instance, while traveling with Iraqis, she noted that men were 
often excluded from communal meals, yet her presence was accepted.35 
During these meals, Bell learned critical information about local trade and 
transportation networks, as well as German efforts to infiltrate and control 
these systems. This intelligence, gathered between 1913 and 1914, proved 
valuable as tensions escalated toward WWI; it revealed potential threats to 
British-controlled supply routes and transportation networks, both of which 
are crucial for waging war in a highly anticipated theater of conflict. Bell’s 

 

  34 T. E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom (Castle Hill Press, 1926), 304. 
 
35 Gertrude Bell to Charles Doughty-Wylie, “Diary Entry for April 14,” April 14, 1914, 
accessed November 2024, https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/d/gb-2-13-2-4-14. 
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diary also highlights her interactions with male Arab leaders. One entry 
recounts her stay with an Arab sheikh who received her with “a kindness 
almost fatherly,” allowing her to engage in candid discussions about Iraq, 
Turkey’s future, and British interests in Baghdad.36 The relaxed setting and 
her perceived fragility lowered the sheikh’s defenses, granting Bell access to 
sensitive information that would have been difficult for male agents to 
acquire.  

Bell skillfully used displays of femininity to lower local defenses and 
gain trust. In another diary entry, she mentions how Arab men pitched her 
tent and admired her for her delicate demeanor. She described herself as 
having the “feminine fault” of drinking little water and avoiding camel 
riding, behaviors that made her appear non-threatening. 37  With these 
deliberate portrayals, local hosts believed Bell to possess pure intentions and 
welcomed her into high-ranking discussions. Bell was also fluent in Arabic 
and interpreted for herself, further integrating into local communities. Bell’s 
behavior encouraged her hosts to open, making them comfortable enough to 
share important information. 

Bell’s intelligence work was wide-ranging; she photographed towns, 
infrastructure, and trade routes and created detailed maps for military and 
political activities. These records often included specifics about distances, 
roads, and logistical challenges, providing a detailed picture of the region’s 
strategic potential.38 In combining her linguistic skills, cultural knowledge, 
and ability to navigate social spaces restricted to men, Bell proved 
indispensable to British intelligence efforts. Her success demonstrates how 

 
36 Gertrude Bell to Charles Doughty-Wylie, “Diary Entry for April 22,” April 22, 1914, 
accessed November 2024, https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/d/gb-2-15-4-9. 
 
37 Gertrude Bell to Charles Doughty-Wylie, “Diary Entry for April 20,” April 20, 1914, 
accessed November 2024, https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/d/gb-2-15-4-8. 
 
38 Gertrude Bell to Charles Doughty-Wylie, “Diary Entry for April 24,” April 24, 1914, 
accessed November 2024, https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/d/gb-2-15-4-10. 
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rigid Edwardian and Arabian gender roles, paradoxically, created 
opportunities for women to collect intelligence.  

Larger Edwardian economic patterns similarly shaped intelligence 
operations in Arabia. The outbreak of war during the Edwardian era 
necessitated a new reliance on oil. Edwardian agents provided detailed 
descriptions of geography, transportation networks, and foreign interests in 
Arabia, securing natural resources for British imperial and wartime needs. 
Oil fed the British war machine, marking a critical transition in British 
military power. The Royal Navy modernized from coal to oil, and new 
military vehicles— tanks, trucks, and airplanes— also demanded a steady 
supply.39 Moreover, oil was a necessary ingredient for emerging systems of 
public transportation, machinery, chemical production, and lubricants. It 
fueled Britain. In fact, oil created a new intersection of energy, mobility, and 
food systems that is still visible today, becoming a necessary strategic 
commodity.40 

Britain, however, was not the only power to increasingly use oil; all 
of Europe, parts of Asia, and the U.S. began to follow suit. Oil now became 
a scarce and highly contested resource among imperial powers. Edwardian 
intelligence agents in Arabia actively monitored foreign competition, 
particularly from Germany and Austria to secure British control over this 
vital asset. Gertrude Bell’s diary entries offer firsthand insight into the oil 
war. In one entry, she observed German and Austrian agents trading 
commodities for oil in Turkey. Bell lamented the lack of English trade in the 
region. She detailed how the Germans infiltrated Arabia and extracted oil 
because the English “could not bother” with the commodity trade in 

 
39 Erik J. Dahl, “Naval Innovation: From Coal to Oil” (Defense Technical Information 
Center, 2000), accessed November 2024, 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235048025_Naval_Innovation_From_Coal_to_O
il. 
 
40 Phil Johnstone and Caitriona McLeish, “World Wars and the Age of Oil: Exploring 
Directionality in Deep Energy Transitions,” Energy Research & Social Science 69 
(November 2020): 1, accessed November 2024, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2020.101732. 
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Turkey.41 Additionally, Bell emphasized the strategic importance of Persian 
oil fields and railways, suggesting that the Foreign Office distribute colonial 
soldiers to protect these valuable assets.42 The Foreign Office indeed acted 
upon Bell’s intelligence and sent troops, often from India, to defend key oil 
installations, pipelines, and transportation routes in Arabia. 

Bell continued to document Germany’s attempts to dominate Arabian 
trade routes for oil. In another entry, she noted that the Germans were making 
a “determined attempt to conquer the trade on the Karun [River]” for an 
advantage in oil. 43  Such observations reveal the resource competition 
between imperial powers. To support British control, Edwardian agents 
meticulously mapped potential overland transportation routes, including 
railroads, which would facilitate the extraction and transportation of oil. In 
their diaries, maps, and photographs, agents documented construction sites 
and assessed the feasibility of these routes, providing intelligence on 
“commerce, geography, and politics” to meet British imperial needs. 44 
Through detailed documentation and analysis, Edwardian agents played a 
crucial role in securing oil for the British empire. Their intelligence 
operations were designed to ensure that Britain could meet the growing 
energy demands of modern warfare and maintain its dominance in the region. 
Britain’s increasing dependence on oil during the Edwardian era thus shaped 
the focus and methods of British intelligence in Arabia. 

The culture of the Edwardian era determined the motivations—both 
personal and imperial—and methods of British espionage in Arabia. 
Through new perceptions of Orientalism, rigid social structures, and 

 
41 Gertrude Bell to Charles Doughty-Wylie, “Diary Entry for April 2,” April 2, 1914, 
accessed November 2024, https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/d/gb-2-13-2-4-2. 
 
42 Gertrude Bell to Charles Doughty-Wylie, “Diary Entry for April 2,” April 2, 1914, 
accessed November 2024, https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/d/gb-2-13-2-4-2. 
 
43 Gertrude Bell to Charles Doughty-Wylie, “Diary Entry for April 14,” April 14, 1914, 
accessed November 2024, https://gertrudebell.ncl.ac.uk/d/gb-2-13-2-4-14. 
 
44 Satia, Spies in Arabia, 25. 
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changing consumption patterns, Edwardian culture manifested itself in 
British intelligence activities in Arabia. The Edwardian attitude of 
Orientalism, with its mystique and racial hierarchy, justified and inspired 
British intelligence collection in the region. It also enabled agents to 
approach intelligence gathering not as an empirical quest but as a journey for 
spiritual and intellectual fulfillment. Rigid Edwardian and Arabian gender 
roles defined who participated in covert operations as well as how they were 
conducted. Economic shifts of the era, especially the pursuit of oil, 
reinforced the strategic importance of intelligence gathering in the Middle 
East. Such covert activity exemplifies the complex relationship between 
cultural identity and imperial ambition. In this way, British espionage was 
both an extension of Edwardian mentalité and a strategic endeavor.  

Although British intelligence schemes were nothing new, Edwardian 
agents reshaped intelligence collection with their unscrupulous methods in 
Arabia. Their exploitative approach left deep and lasting fractures, fueling 
ethnic, religious, and economic upheaval that persists in the Middle East 
today. Perhaps these effects were unclear to the T. E. Lawrences and Gertrude 
Bells of their day. Perhaps agents viewed themselves as seekers of 
knowledge and order, captivated by the landscapes they moved through. Yet, 
their work helped solidify imperial control, redrawing borders and setting 
into motion geopolitical tensions that remain unresolved. To understand their 
legacy is to recognize how intelligence, wielded in the service of empire, is 
not the simple gathering of information, it is the reshaping of nations, for 
better or for worse.  
 
 
 
 
 
 


