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Abstract
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1 Introduction


The figure of T. E. Lawrence has occupied an unusual position in twentieth-century historiography. In the decades following the First World War, he became one of the most widely recognised British figures of the conflict, a status achieved not primarily through official military distinction but through a combination of journalism, autobiography, biography, and cinema. At the same time, the Arab participants in the revolt that made Lawrence famous produced a substantially different account of the same events, one in which Lawrence’s role was peripheral rather than central, and in which the relevant questions concerned imperial policy and collective national agency rather than individual psychology. These two bodies of work have developed largely in parallel, drawing on overlapping but not identical bodies of evidence and operating within different analytical frameworks.


This thesis examines both traditions and places them in comparative perspective. It does not, however, attempt a psychological portrait of Lawrence himself. His inner life, personal struggles, and private conduct have been the subject of extensive and often speculative inquiry elsewhere, and the present study is concerned not with Lawrence as a person but with Lawrence as a historiographical problem: a figure whose significance has been constructed differently by different traditions, and whose legacy reveals as much about the methods and assumptions of those who have written about him as it does about the man himself.


Following the introduction, Chapter II establishes the factual record of the Arab Revolt and the post-war settlement to provide the historical foundation against which the claims of later authors can be assessed. Chapter III traces the Western biographical and cinematic tradition. Chapter IV examines the Arab historiographical response. The Conclusion compares the two traditions directly, arguing that their divergence reflects not merely a disagreement over facts but a difference in what each tradition treats as the appropriate unit of historical analysis and the appropriate standard of evidence.


The thesis does not attempt to determine which tradition is correct. Its purpose is to identify the structural reasons — evidentiary, formal, and analytical — for the persistence of two substantially different accounts of the same historical figure, and to assess what each tradition’s methods reveal about the conditions under which historical narratives are constructed.
2 The Arab Revolt and Its Political Framework, 1914–1922
The Arab Revolt of 1916–1918 and the political arrangements that surrounded it reshaped the map of the Middle East in ways whose consequences extended well beyond the war itself. To understand the conflicting legacies that later attached themselves to these events, and to T. E. Lawrence in particular, it is first necessary to establish what happened. This chapter provides a factual overview of the geopolitical context, the military campaign, and the post-war settlement, so that the arguments examined in subsequent chapters can be measured against the historical record.

2.1 The Ottoman Context and the Origins of Arab Nationalism
The Ottoman Empire that entered the First World War in late 1914 was in a state of long decline. Zeine comments on this decision as such: “The Sick Man, at last, committed suicide” (105). As Fromkin describes, the empire had survived the era to which it belonged. The Ottoman state was a multinational, multilingual mosaic of peoples held together by a theocratic structure in which the Sultan served as both temporal ruler and caliph — the spiritual successor to the Prophet Muhammad — for the Sunni majority of the Islamic world (33–35). This religious authority gave the empire a significance that extended well beyond its territorial boundaries, particularly for the British, who governed tens of millions of Muslim subjects in India, Egypt, and Sudan. The Ottoman entry into the war on the side of Germany in November 1914 brought the question of how to manage this religious authority to the foreground. It was in this context that the Emir of Mecca, Sharif Hussein ibn Ali, came to British attention, not primarily as a nationalist leader, but as a potential instrument of imperial religious policy (Fromkin 96–98).

By the early twentieth century two secret societies had emerged to channel Arab dissident sentiment into action: al-Fatat, the Young Arab Society, founded in Paris in 1911, and al-Ahd, organised among Arab officers in the Ottoman military. As Antonius records, the two societies’ “activities, each in its field, became complementary to each other; until 1915, when they established contact in Damascus and pooled their resources together to provoke the Arab Revolt” (119). Dawn cautions, however, that Arab nationalism remained a minority movement before 1914, estimating that only 126 men across all the Arab provinces can be identified as public advocates or society members, drawn overwhelmingly from the Syrian upper class (148–49). Zeine argues that it was the Young Turks’ policy of aggressive Turkification after 1908 that transformed latent Arab cultural sentiment into organised political opposition (115–16). The moment of decisive contact came in spring 1915, when Emir Faisal, third son of Hussein and later the most prominent military leader of the revolt, travelled to Damascus and was initiated into both societies (Antonius 157–59). However, before negotiations could bear fruit, Djemal Pasha, the Ottoman military governor of Syria, moved against the nationalist network. The charges against those executed in Beirut and Damascus in 1915 and 1916 were defined explicitly as “treasonable participation in activities of which the aims were to separate Syria, Palestine and Iraq from the Ottoman Sultanate and to constitute them into an independent State” (Antonius 190). The revolt therefore drew on an existing, if fragmented, current of nationalist sentiment that preceded British involvement.
2.2 Three Contradictory Commitments
The diplomatic framework that would later define the post-war settlement took shape through a series of overlapping and frequently contradictory commitments. The first was the McMahon-Hussein Correspondence, a series of ten letters exchanged between Sir Henry McMahon, the British High Commissioner in Egypt, and Sharif Hussein between July 1915 and March 1916. In his letter of 24 October 1915, McMahon agreed in principle that the Arabs should have their independence after the war, but excluded from the future Arab state portions of Syria lying to the west of the districts of Damascus, Homs, Hama and Aleppo. Fromkin observes that McMahon’s language was deliberately evasive (179, 183), and Antonius has argued that the phrasing was a calculated linguistic trap (178). McMahon further indicated that European advisers would be needed to administer the future Arab state, and that these must be exclusively British — meaning that any independent Arab kingdom would in practice function as a British protectorate (Fromkin 183). The British officials involved did not regard the correspondence as binding. The Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, dismissed the entire exchange as “a castle in the air which would never materialise” (qtd. in Fromkin 185). Nevertheless, Hussein and his sons committed their forces to the Allied war effort on the strength of what they understood these letters to promise. While these assurances were being exchanged with Hussein, the British and French governments were simultaneously negotiating a secret partition of Ottoman territory between themselves. Sir Mark Sykes, representing Britain, was a young politician whose main qualification was that he had travelled in the Middle East — though Fromkin notes that his understanding of the region was shaped by prejudices that he adopted and discarded with equal ease (181). François Georges-Picot, representing France, was “the scion of a colonialist dynasty in France” and a dedicated proponent of French Syria (Fromkin 190). The agreement they reached, ratified in May 1916, divided the Arab provinces into five distinct zones (see fig. 1). The “Blue Zone” (coastal Syria and Lebanon) was to be under direct French control, while the “Red Zone” (southern Mesopotamia, including Baghdad and Basra) was to be under direct British administration. Between these two areas of direct rule lay “Zone A” (interior Syria, Mosul, and Aleppo) and “Zone B” (Transjordan and northern Arabia), which were designated as spheres of influence where semi-autonomous Arab states might exist — but only under the tutelage of French and British advisors, respectively. Crucially, Palestine, coloured yellow, was designated as an “International Zone” to accommodate the interests of Russia and other powers. Between these zones, nominal Arab self-governance would exist under European supervision (Murphy 32). The agreement bore little resemblance to what Hussein had understood to expect. As Murphy observes, these plans did not reflect the aspirations of the Arab peoples or the promises made by British and French officers on behalf of their governments (32).
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Fig. 1. Map of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, signed by Mark Sykes and François Georges-Picot, 8 May 1916; from The National Archives, Kew, MPK 1/426.
A third commitment further complicated the picture. In November 1917, the British Foreign Secretary, Arthur Balfour, wrote to Lord Rothschild, a leading supporter of the Zionist movement, expressing the government’s support for the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine (Murphy 60). The declaration was carefully hedged, and it spoke of a national home rather than a state. Nevertheless, it added a third set of obligations that sat uneasily alongside both the promises made to Hussein and the partition agreed with France.
2.3 The Military Campaign, 1916–1918
The military revolt began on 10 June 1916, when Sharif Hussein proclaimed the uprising at Mecca. A series of short-term factors forced his hand: nationalist activists in Syria were pressing for action, the Ottoman government was grooming a rival to replace him, and Ottoman reinforcements were already moving into the region (Murphy 8). The initial operations met with mixed results. Mecca and Ta’if fell to Arab forces with the support of Egyptian artillery shipped across the Red Sea by the Royal Navy, but Medina held out under General Fakhri Pasha for the entire war, surrendering only in January 1919 (Murphy 34, 81). Against a well-defended city with artillery and machine guns, the “camel-mounted tribesmen” with “antique flintlocks and rifles often with twisted barrels” stood little chance (Barr 39).

The Arab forces were predominantly tribal irregulars; men suited to guerrilla warfare rather than conventional operations. They could cover vast distances on camelback but were untrained, lacked discipline in sustained engagements, and were often reluctant to fight outside their own tribal territories, requiring a continuous supply of gold coin at each stage of the northward advance. At the end of the war the total British expenditure on the revolt was around eleven million pounds. Alongside the irregulars, a Regular Arab Army was raised from former Ottoman prisoners of war, the largest unit being the Arab Northern Army of roughly two thousand men (Murphy 21–23; Zeine 116).

The strategic centre of the campaign was the Hejaz Railway connecting Damascus to Medina. Murphy writes that the goal was “to incapacitate rather than destroy the Turkish army in the Hejaz” (39). British officers such as Colonel Newcombe and Lieutenant Garland, and French officers such as Capitaine Raho, carried out railway raids alongside Arab tribesmen from early 1917, even before Lawrence became involved in such operations (Murphy 43–45). The campaign against the railway tied down an estimated twenty to thirty thousand Ottoman troops in Arabia, which Murphy identifies as perhaps its greatest strategic achievement (86).

The capture of Aqaba in July 1917 shifted the direction of the revolt. A small force that included Sharif Nasir, Auda abu Tayi of the Howeitat tribe, and T. E. Lawrence approached the port from the landward side after a march of over one thousand kilometres and took it on 6 July (Murphy 48–54). Fromkin, drawing on the contemporary record, notes that it was Auda who led the expedition, though Lawrence rode with him, and that British officers subsequently credited the victory to Lawrence largely because Auda’s name did not come naturally to English speakers (310). Auda’s part in the capture is supported by Barr, who notes that the port was vulnerable from the landward side through Wadi Itm, “a shattered chasm of red and black rock, and it was down here that Auda intended to go” (156). The seizure of Aqaba allowed Faisal’s forces to operate in coordination with General Allenby’s Egyptian Expeditionary Force as it advanced into Palestine and Syria (Murphy 16–17).

The final campaign unfolded in September and October 1918. Damascus fell on 1 October. The historical record demonstrates the clandestine manoeuvres that were happening at this time. As Nigel Steel writes, Allenby “ordered his troops not to enter the city, but bypass it” so that Faisal and his army could emerge as its liberators, despite the fact that the military victories of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force had made this possible (Steel). MacMillan writes that Lawrence “made sure that Feisal’s forces got credit for the capture of Damascus, much to the annoyance of the Australians who actually did the work” (495). The Ottoman Empire signed an armistice on 31 October, ending the war in the Middle East (Murphy 79).
2.4 The Post-War Settlement
The political settlement that followed was shaped by the competing claims and secret agreements of the war years. Faisal attended the Paris Peace Conference in January 1919, but he found himself caught between British and French interests. As MacMillan observes, the French did not want Faisal or Lawrence in France at all and would have stopped them in Beirut if they had known in time (495). When Faisal addressed the Supreme Council on 6 February 1919, he argued that the Arabs wanted self-determination and invited Britain and France to honour the promises they had made during the war. MacMillan notes that while Lloyd George posed questions designed to highlight the Arab contribution to the Allied victory, Woodrow Wilson, president of the United States, asked only whether the Arabs would prefer to be part of one mandate or several — a question Faisal tried to sidestep by stressing that his people preferred unity and independence (497). The months of negotiation produced no resolution. MacMillan characterises the settlement in the Arab Middle East as the old nineteenth-century imperialism returning under new forms, made possible because the United States chose not to involve itself and because Arab nationalism was not yet strong enough to mount a challenge (484).

The broader post-war settlement was formalised through a series of conferences and League of Nations mandates. France received the mandate for Syria and Lebanon. When Faisal, who had been proclaimed king of Syria by a national congress in March 1920, refused to accept French authority, a French military intervention defeated his forces at the Battle of Maysalun on 23 July 1920, and he was expelled from the country (Murphy 83). Britain received mandates for Mesopotamia — renamed Iraq — Palestine, and Transjordan. At the Cairo Conference of 1921, Faisal was installed as king of Iraq, while his brother Abdullah became king of Transjordan in 1923 (Murphy 83–84). The Hejaz itself was left to Hussein, but without sustained British support, he could not resist the expanding power of Abdul Aziz ibn Saud, who took control of the region in 1925. Hussein lived out the rest of his life in exile (Murphy 82).
3 Constructing Lawrence: A Century of Western Accounts
The Western perception of T. E. Lawrence has developed through a series of distinct phases since the early 1920s, each shaped both by the evidence available at the time and by the broader cultural and political circumstances in which each work was produced. This chapter traces that development chronologically, beginning with the popular accounts of Lowell Thomas and Robert Graves in the 1920s, moving through Liddell Hart’s 1934 biography, Lawrence’s own literary construction of his legacy in Seven Pillars of Wisdom, the critical challenge mounted through Richard Aldington’s 1955 biography and its suppression as documented by Crawford, the cinematic treatment of David Lean’s 1962 film, and concluding with the more evidential scholarship that has gradually emerged as archival material has become more fully accessible. Rather than a linear progression from myth — understood here as a portrait shaped by narrative convention and biographical management rather than by independent documentary evidence — to established fact, this evolution reflects a recurring tension between the demands of narrative and the demands of evidence, a tension that has not been entirely resolved.
3.1 The First Portraits: Lowell Thomas and Robert Graves
The person most directly responsible for introducing Lawrence to a broad British and American audience was an American journalist named Lowell Thomas. In the foreword to his book With Lawrence in Arabia, he described his original brief: “We had set forth early in 1917 and were expected to return at the end of a year or so to help in the work of stimulating enthusiasm for the Allied Cause” (Thomas v). Thomas had first heard about Lawrence on a boat from Italy to Egypt, and through General Storrs, governor of Jerusalem, they were formally introduced (17-18). Thomas records that Lawrence consistently deflected questions about his own role in the campaign and “insisted on giving the entire credit to Emir Feisal and other Arab leaders” (Thomas vi). Thomas presents this as evidence of genuine modesty and later also records, however, that when Chase attempted to photograph Lawrence, Lawrence would “turn away when he saw the lens pointing in his direction,” requiring Thomas to use, as he puts it, “all the artifices” of his training as a newspaper reporter to manoeuvre Lawrence into position. Thomas recognised immediately that he had, in his own words, “a great scoop” and he ensured he left Arabia with the photographs he needed (Thomas 290). Following the armistice, Thomas developed his material into a multimedia presentation titled With Allenby in Palestine and Lawrence in Arabia. He toured North America before opening in London in August 1919 and as Gary Crowdus writes:

The presentation, which combined silent film footage and hand-colored slides photographed by Harry Chase with a melodramatic narration by Thomas, was an enormous success, playing for months in London alone. His romantic tales of military heroism in exotic locales were a welcome respite to a public grown weary from grim accounts of the carnage of trench warfare in Europe. (16)

The promotional material Thomas produced for the tour makes his framing strategy visible. An advertisement presents Lawrence in full Arab dress accompanied by a variety of titles and superlatives as well as an endorsement from Prime Minister Lloyd George. The language of the advertisement — romance, sensation, heroism — belongs to the conventions of popular entertainment rather than historical reportage, and the inclusion of a sitting Prime Minister’s endorsement gave these conventions a degree of institutional authority they might not otherwise have carried (see fig. 2). Thomas was staging Lawrence not as a military officer whose record deserved examination but as a ready-made cultural myth. When Thomas was later questioned about the extent of Lawrence’s cooperation with the show, Thomas confirmed that “Lawrence helped me in every way that I asked” (qtd. in Crawford 25). Thomas would also joke that Lawrence “had a genius for backing into the limelight” (qtd. in “Lawrence and The Show”). This is not straightforwardly consistent with the portrait of a reluctant subject avoiding cameras in the desert. 
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WILL CREATE A SENSATION.

The Greatest Romance of Real Life

ever told—the Life-Story of Colonel Lawrence, who raised an army of 200,000
Arabs. Colonel Lawrence is now admittedly

One of our World Heroes.

For many years he lived with the Arabs. To them he became a great white god.
They would not have betrayed him for all the gold in the world. At twenty-six
he was

the uncrowned King of the Hejaz, Prince of Mecca.

His fame will go down to posterity. His amazing life has been written by Mr.
Lowell Thomas, who met and lived with Lawrence in the deserts of Arabia, and
whose thrilling account of the campaign in the Holy Land has attracted nearly
half a million people to the Albert Hall and Covent Garden Opera House.

Mr. LLOYD GEORGE says:

“Everything that Mr. Lowell Thomas says about Colonel Lawrence
is true. In my opinion, Colonel Lawrence is one of the most
remarkable and romantic figures of modern times.”





Fig. 2. Advertisement facing Lowell Thomas’s article on T. E. Lawrence. The Strand Magazine, vol. 59, 1920, p. 40.

Thomas’s book, With Lawrence in Arabia, published in 1924, extended the portrait across more than three hundred pages. It addressed Arab leaders alongside Lawrence, including Emir Faisal, Auda Abu Tayi, and King Hussein, but maintained Lawrence as the narrative’s organizing centre, framing him repeatedly in the religious register. For example, Thomas presents him in “pure white robes, looking like the reincarnation of a prophet of old” (79) or being regarded by some “as having been sent from Heaven to help free them from the Turks” (288). The book moved between the military campaign and broader descriptive passages on Bedouin life and the archaeology of the region, situating the war within what Thomas framed as an encounter between the modern West and the ancient East. The impression Thomas’s account produces is of a campaign in which a single exceptional individual had accomplished what conventional military methods and indigenous Arab leadership operating independently could not. That impression was made upon several million people across Britain and America before any alternative account of the revolt had found a comparable audience.
A more substantially researched biography appeared three years later when Robert Graves published Lawrence and the Arabs in 1927. Graves, a poet and novelist who had known Lawrence personally, wrote with Lawrence’s direct cooperation and with access to copyright material from Lawrence’s own writings. Graves was straightforward about the methodological constraints under which he worked. He had simplified the geography, reduced the cast of named characters, and written throughout for a general reader. He acknowledged that he had attempted “a critical study of ‘Lawrence’” while accepting, with some unease, the popular verdict that Lawrence was “the most remarkable living Englishman” (Graves 6). The formulation is characteristic: Graves expresses discomfort with the superlative while simultaneously reproducing it, a pattern that recurs throughout the book. On the military campaign, Graves followed Lawrence’s own account while acknowledging other participants. His treatment of the Aqaba operation describes Lawrence and Auda Abu Tayi taking “counsel together,” presenting the operation as a joint conception, but the narrative weight falls consistently on Lawrence as the figure who grasped its strategic necessity (Graves 161-62). The portrait that emerges is of a man whose abilities were genuine and whose situation was ultimately untenable, caught between obligations he could not simultaneously honour. The published statement in Graves’s introduction acknowledging that his completed typescript could not be submitted to Lawrence before publication records a practical limitation that nevertheless had methodological consequences (Graves 5). A biography informed substantially by its subject’s own perspective on events faces difficulties when that subject’s perspective is itself a matter of dispute.
3.2 Scholarly Authority and Its Limits: Liddell Hart’s Biography
The pattern visible in Thomas’s and Graves’s works was repeated, and made more explicit, in Liddell Hart’s 1934 biography, ‘T. E. Lawrence’ in Arabia and After. Liddell Hart was a military historian and strategist of considerable reputation, and his book carried a scholarly authority that Thomas’s journalism and Graves’s literary biography could not claim. What makes his preface unusually revealing, however, is his candid account of how the book changed shape during the research. He states that he had originally intended to establish the true proportions of Lawrence’s achievement, which he expected to find somewhat smaller than the existing legend suggested. As his study deepened, however, his picture changed entirely: the events of the revolt appeared to have their source in Lawrence’s action and, still more, in his conception, while other figures faded into insignificance, until the Arab Revolt itself became, in Liddell Hart’s phrase, “an emanation of him,” and he found himself “compelled to recast the book” to make it primarily a study of Lawrence rather than of the campaign (Liddell Hart 7). This is a striking confession for a historian to make. Reid, in his study of their relationship, argues that Liddell Hart’s “growing tendency to give Lawrence the ‘benefit of the doubt’ combined with Liddell Hart’s factual grasp of the Palestine campaign contributed to a growing vulnerability, when the need arose to exercise critical judgment, to succumb to the power of Lawrence’s personality” (222). By the time of Lawrence’s death, Liddell Hart had, in Reid’s assessment, “identified so strongly with him that to deny the validity of Lawrence’s wisdom was to deny himself wisdom” (230).
The methodological basis for this transformation is indicated in the same preface. Liddell Hart acknowledges that Lawrence had “provided me with many notes and comments that help to explain his ideas and actions,” describing these as having been “of special value,” before adding the conventional disclaimer that Lawrence “has no part in the opinions I express or the judgments I have formed” (Liddell Hart 8). Like Thomas and Graves before him, Liddell Hart was working with material that Lawrence himself had shaped and supplied. The disclaimer about independent judgement sits uneasily alongside the admission that Lawrence’s own explanations of his ideas and actions had been centrally important to the research. Liddell Hart further argues in the preface that those who had worked closely with Lawrence during the campaign gave unanimous testimony to his “transcendent powers,” while critics tended to be those who had only a “fleeting contact” with him or a hearsay acquaintance with his activities (Liddell Hart 9). This framing has the effect of discrediting scepticism in advance: anyone who doubts Lawrence’s abilities is placed, by definition, in the category of those who did not know him well enough to judge. It is a structure of argument that makes critical reassessment formally difficult without engaging any specific evidence.

What gives Liddell Hart’s biography its retrospective significance within the history of Lawrence’s reception is not only its content but its author’s subsequent role. As Crawford documents, it was Liddell Hart who, nearly two decades later, took the lead in coordinating the campaign to suppress Aldington’s critical biography before it appeared (Crawford xii). The man who had written that the Arab Revolt was an emanation of Lawrence was the same man who worked most energetically to prevent a documented reexamination of that claim from reaching the public. The connection between these two facts is precisely what Crawford’s retrospective argument implies: the early biographies were not simply admiring accounts that happened to be produced under favourable conditions, but the foundation of a portrait that would later require active defence.

3.3 Lawrence as His Own Biographer: Seven Pillars of Wisdom
Lawrence’s own account of the Arab Revolt, Seven Pillars of Wisdom, had a publication history that is relevant to understanding both its influence and the circumstances in which it was received. A near-complete version was lost at Reading railway station in 1919; a substantially revised text was privately printed in a subscriber edition of approximately two hundred copies in 1926; a commercial abridgment, Revolt in the Desert, appeared in 1927; and the full text of Seven Pillars was published posthumously in 1935, following Lawrence’s death in a motorcycle accident in May of that year. The subscriber edition, which Lawrence circulated among a select group including Graves, informed the public understanding of the campaign that preceded the commercial publications.

In the introduction of Seven Pillars, Lawrence is explicit about the subjective nature of his account and about the circumstances that gave him a prominence he considered disproportionate. He acknowledges that his “proper share was a minor one,” attributing his visibility to “a fluent pen, and a free speech” rather than to an objectively greater contribution than his colleagues had made (23). In the same passage, he openly admits that the narrative places him at its centre in a manner that is “inherently unfair to his British colleagues” (21). How this self-assessment should be read, as genuine humility, as self-aware irony, or as a rhetorical device that anticipates and neutralises criticism, is a question on which subsequent readers and scholars have differed considerably.

Seven Pillars constructs not only Lawrence’s own role in the revolt but also the people among whom he operated, and both constructions would attract scrutiny from different directions in later scholarship. He wrote of the Bedouin that “they were a people of primary colours, or rather of black and white, who saw the world always in contour” and that they “did not understand our metaphysical difficulties, our introspective questionings” (36). He also wrote that “Arabs could be swung on an idea as on a cord; for the unpledged allegiance of their minds made them obedient servants” (41). Whether passages of this kind reflect a form of Orientalist categorization, the literary conventions of the early twentieth century, or a record of Lawrence’s perceptions during the campaign, has been a matter of considerable debate since the 1970s, particularly following Edward Said’s analysis in Orientalism. On the military operations themselves, Lawrence’s account has been tested against other sources by later historians with results that require qualification. Desplat, whose work at The National Archives involves the original documents Lawrence produced during and after the campaign, characterises Seven Pillars as being “of dubious accuracy,” adding: “I’m not saying that he lied, but you know, memories are very complimentary” (“Spies: Lawrence and Bell”). The question of how to weigh a literary account of acknowledged power and acknowledged subjectivity against other available forms of evidence is one that the scholarly literature on Lawrence has continued to address.

3.4 Challenge and Suppression: Aldington and Crawford
The first substantial challenge to the accumulated portrait came in January 1955, when Richard Aldington published Lawrence of Arabia: A Biographical Enquiry. Aldington was a poet and biographer who came to the subject without prior connection to Lawrence or to any member of his circle, and Crawford, whose study of the episode remains the fullest archival account of it, notes that Aldington’s stated method was to assemble all available evidence before drawing conclusions, rather than beginning from a predetermined thesis (Crawford 14). After two years of research, Aldington had concluded that Lawrence had cooperated with Thomas, Graves, and Liddell Hart in the construction of a legend that overstated his military role and rested to an unusual degree on his own testimony, testimony that proved unreliable in several verifiable particulars. These findings made Aldington’s book unwelcome. Crawford documents that a coordinated campaign to discredit the biography was already under way more than a year before publication, organised primarily by Liddell Hart and involving A. W. Lawrence (T. E.’s brother), Robert Graves, and Winston Churchill (Crawford xii). The legal pressure that this campaign helped to direct toward the publisher Collins proved substantial. Crawford records that the combined force of copyright restriction, libel law, and social pressure from Lawrence’s influential partisans placed Collins in a position where extensive revision was the only practical alternative to abandoning the project, with the result that so many externally imposed alterations were made to the original manuscript “that Aldington barely recognized his own book” (Crawford 202). When the book appeared despite these obstacles, several of its reviewers had both a personal and a professional stake in the portrait Aldington was challenging, and Crawford observes that they used the occasion to attack his manner rather than engage with his evidence (Crawford 204). 

Crawford’s retrospective assessment, written four decades after these events and drawing on archival material unavailable to Aldington himself, is measured but consequential. He concludes that Aldington’s achievement was to have challenged the Lawrence legend “despite encountering practically every obstacle that a biographer might face,” working with minimal resources and in virtual isolation against organised opposition from Lawrence’s powerful friends, an uncooperative literary estate, a reluctant publisher, and severe restrictions from libel and copyright law (Crawford 206). More broadly, Crawford identifies the mechanism that had made the legend so durable and so difficult to contest. Lawrence, he argues, “attempted to preempt biographers by providing so much information that they saw little need to verify his statements or to investigate matters further,” with the consequence that his early biographers “failed to realize that TEL was cleverly feeding them only the information that he wanted them, and posterity, to have” (Crawford 205). The result, Crawford concludes, is that “the earlier TEL biographies now seem hagiographies” (Crawford 205). This judgement applies with particular force to the three accounts examined above. Thomas had encountered Lawrence under conditions Lawrence had helped to shape. Graves had written primarily from Lawrence’s own materials and accounts. Liddell Hart had acknowledged in his own preface both his reliance on Lawrence’s direct provision of notes and commentary and his experience of Lawrence’s centrality as something that felt, during the research, less like a conclusion than a compulsion. The organised resistance that met Aldington’s attempt to work independently of those conditions is therefore not an incidental episode in the reception history of the Lawrence myth but a revealing demonstration of how actively that myth required protection once a critic moved outside the circle of sources from which it had originally been constructed.

3.5 Lawrence on Screen: David Lean’s Film
David Lean’s film Lawrence of Arabia, which premiered in December 1962, is another important piece that played a part in creating a legacy for Lawrence. At the time, the British empire was rapidly dismantling, and the Suez Crisis of 1956 had humiliated Britain on the global stage. Already in the late 1950s, critic W. Whitebait wrote in the New Statesman: “So while we ‘adventure’ at Suez, in the cinemas we are still thrashing Rommel … The more we lose face in the world’s counsels, the grander, in our excessively modest way, we swell in this illusionary mirror held up by the screen” (qtd. in Cooke 24). In this atmosphere of imperial decline, Lean’s film appeared alongside other retrospective British productions like Cy Endfield's Zulu or Leslie Norman's Dunkirk, each returning to a moment of British resilience.
The screenplay’s handling of Lawrence’s psychology was more complex than the straightforward heroism of Thomas and Graves. Jackson notes that filmmakers were attentive to what Kevin Brownlow, a British film historian, identified as Lawrence committing “a crime against humanity” during the massacre at Tafas, and that their willingness to portray this episode without softening it gave the film a moral dimension that simpler celebratory treatments would have avoided (qtd. in Jackson 87). The costume design also pursued a visual arc. Lean noted that the texture of Lawrence’s Arab robes was gradually changed as the film progressed, becoming “thinner and thinner” as the story moved into its darker phases, using visual means to track a deterioration in Lawrence’s moral position (qtd. in Jackson 79). At the same time, the film’s treatment of the Arab leadership substantially reduced the independent agency of figures such as Auda Abu Tayi and Emir Faisal, and the French contribution to the campaign was effectively absent from the narrative. The film was well received by critics and audiences and won seven Academy Awards, including Best Picture and Best Director (Jackson 94-100).
3.6 Toward a Documentary Record: The Post-Aldington Scholarship
With the film giving Lawrence a surge in popularity and the release of previously classified British government files in 1968, a succession of writers pursued the questions Aldington had raised years before. Additionally, in 1968, the Sunday Times published an exposé featuring interviews with a man named John Bruce, who claimed that Lawrence had hired him to administer regular physical beatings over a period of roughly twelve years after the war. The revelation shifted the direction of Lawrence scholarship. Philip Knightley and Colin Simpson’s The Secret Lives of Lawrence of Arabia (1969) drew on the Bruce material, the newly accessible government records and private unreleased letters, which A. W. Lawrence allowed Simpson to access (Knightley and Simpson front flap). They argue that Lawrence’s wartime role had been substantially exaggerated and that his private life concealed patterns of behaviour that earlier biographers had either missed or suppressed. Desmond Stewart’s T. E. Lawrence (1977) went further, questioning whether the incident at Deraa that Lawrence described in Seven Pillars — his capture, torture, and sexual assault by Ottoman soldiers — had occurred at all, and proposing instead that the episode was a projection of Lawrence’s own psychological needs (Wilson 2). Jeremy Wilson, Lawrence’s authorised biographer, would later characterise works of this period as highly speculative and sensational, driven less by new archival findings than by an appetite for psychological exposal (1-2). These works did however ensure that the flattering portrait constructed by Thomas, Graves, and Liddell Hart would not be the only portrait of Lawrence that the public received.

Wilson’s Lawrence of Arabia: The Authorised Biography of T. E. Lawrence, published in 1989, represents the most comprehensive attempt to place Lawrence’s career on a systematic documentary footing. He spent ten years assembling a chronological archive of contemporary letters, telegrams, and official memoranda before beginning to write. On the question of what the archives had produced in the two decades since their opening, he observed that biographers had treated unproven suggestion as historical fact and had added further speculation of their own, so that “layer upon layer of invention” had accumulated around Lawrence’s reputation (Wilson 2). The result, he argued, was that the figure presented in some recent biographies “lacks almost all the qualities that made Lawrence fascinating to his contemporaries” (Wilson 4). Wilson’s own response to this accumulation was to ground the biography in contemporary documents rather than retrospective testimony. He states that his account of Lawrence’s role in the Arab Revolt no longer relies on Seven Pillars, since he quoted contemporary documents in preference to Lawrence’s book — even while acknowledging that it had “proved to be remarkably accurate on questions of fact” (Wilson 12). 

Wilson’s assessment of those earlier biographies is more measured than Aldington’s had been. He argues that Aldington’s central error was assuming that “Lawrence, rather than his three biographers, was responsible for the discrepancies between their accounts.” Wilson calls this assumption “extremely naive” (Wilson 8). Thomas, he argues, was a popular journalist whose work was oriented toward a promotional purpose and whose exaggerations Lawrence largely left uncorrected on the assumption that readers would recognise them for what they were. Graves had written under significant time pressure from his publishers. Only Liddell Hart had attempted anything approaching a scholarly treatment, and it was Liddell Hart’s project that received the most direct assistance from Lawrence. Wilson’s point is that conflicting evidence between imperfect sources is a routine problem in historical research (18). This explanation differs significantly from Crawford’s: where Crawford argues that Lawrence deliberately supplied his biographers with what he wanted them to have, Wilson locates the distortions primarily in the professional limitations of the biographers themselves. Both accounts are plausible, and the disagreement between them remains unresolved.

One aspect of Wilson’s biography nonetheless invites an examination. His book was authorised by A. W. Lawrence — the same figure Crawford identifies as having spent years controlling access to restricted material, determining who could consult documents, and confining that access to a privileged few in ways that directly hampered Aldington’s research (Crawford 205). Crawford notes that by the time Wilson began his work, A. W. Lawrence had grown considerably less protective, partly because Knightley and Simpson had already published the revelations he most feared, and that he imposed no restrictions on Wilson’s conclusions (Crawford 205). Wilson addresses the concern directly, stating that he “would not have accepted the role of Lawrence’s official biographer if there had been any hint of future censorship,” and that A. W. Lawrence “insisted from the outset that I should publish whatever conclusions I reached” (Wilson 17). The biography’s treatment of the earlier accounts supports this claim. Wilson is critical of Thomas, Graves, and Liddell Hart in ways that a constrained biographer would have little reason to pursue.
The trajectory traced in this chapter is not a straightforward progression from myth to established fact but rather a record of competing modes of engagement with the same figure. The accounts that initially reached the largest audiences, Thomas’s presentations and book, the biographies by Graves and Liddell Hart, and Lean’s film, were produced under conditions that gave narrative appeal and individual psychology precedence over systematic documentary evidence. Each of these works, moreover, was produced with some degree of access to Lawrence’s own explanations and materials, a circumstance that Crawford’s analysis suggests was not incidental but structural. Lawrence’s management of his own biographical record shaped what each of these authors was able to see, and the organised defence of that record after his death shaped what critical alternatives were able to reach the public. The result is a layered situation in which a figure familiar to some through cinema and popular biography coexists with a more contested historical actor whose precise contribution to the Arab Revolt continues to be evaluated against an expanding documentary record. As Laird comments: “few men have been subjected to such extravagant praise and blame from their biographers as Lawrence, and few war books have been acclaimed and condemned so violently as Seven Pillars of Wisdom” (93).

4 From Silence to Critique: Arab Engagements with the Lawrence Record
The cinematic and literary works that made T. E. Lawrence a known figure in Britain stand in contrast to his reception in the Arab world. In the Arab works examined in this chapter, Lawrence is stripped of the messianic aura that the early Western accounts constructed around him and denied the centrality in the Arab Revolt that those accounts attributed to him. This chapter examines how Arab historians and critics have engaged with the Lawrence record, by analysing the initial literary silence surrounding Lawrence, the historical corrections published by Arab scholars, and the broader post-colonial critique of Western representation. Collectively, these works frame Lawrence’s legacy in terms of geopolitical instrumentality and, in Said’s case, of the Orientalist assumptions embedded in his writing.
4.1 Useful but Never Essential: Lawrence in the Memoirs of King Abdullah
When examining the treatment of T. E. Lawrence in Middle Eastern historical writing, the most notable initial observation is his relative absence from the early Arab accounts. In the decades following the Arab Revolt, Lawrence did not occupy the prominent position in Arab historical writing that he held in the West. In the Memoirs of King Abdullah, Lawrence is mentioned only a handful of times and the few pages dedicated to him do not treat him as any kind of saviour figure. Abdullah writes: “I did not like his intervention as I was suspicious of his influence among the tribes. … the general dislike of Lawrence’s presence was quite clear” (170). Abdullah continues by offering his own account of how Lawrence acquired his reputation: “In Faisal’s army, however, he had a free hand and through the money he spent and the words he talked became the uncrowned king of the Arabs and was regarded as the moving spirit in the revolt” (170). Abdullah implies that Lawrence gained his renown not through military feats, but solely through influence on the British funds and his talent for self-promotion. Finally, a direct rejection of Lawrence’s centrality to the revolt comes shortly after: “Lawrence appeared only to require people who had no views of their own, that he might impress his personal ideas upon them” (171). Abdullah rejects the idea that Lawrence was a figure of high importance to the Arab Revolt, suggesting that only the malleable could be charmed by him. His commentary on Lawrence ends with the sentence: “I acknowledged his valuable services but still did not like his interference” (171). Lawrence was pragmatically appreciated for his help but refused any sort of grandiose praise. What distinguishes Abdullah’s account is that his dismissal rests not on counterevidence or scholarly argument but on the personal authority of a participant writing from direct experience.
4.2 Five Pages in Five Hundred: Antonius and the Limits of the Evidence
George Antonius, the foundational historian of Arab nationalism, published his work The Arab Awakening in 1938. In this comprehensive history of the Arab nationalist movement, Lawrence is treated as a peripheral figure. Antonius takes a measured stance on Lawrence. He is neither hostile nor admiring, but rather sceptically probing. He acknowledges him for his “diabolical skill” in guerrilla warfare (216) and even notes that Faisal declared that the genius of Lawrence “entitled him to a palace of his own” above other British officers (qtd. in Antonius 217). When it comes to the military aspect, Antonius does not shy away from giving Lawrence genuine credit. He does, however, question Lawrence’s self-understanding. He does not accuse Lawrence of deliberate falsification but argues that Lawrence had a psychological tendency to “connect and rationalise his experiences into a pattern,” allowing “sensations to impinge upon facts, and predilections to colour both” (322). He frames the exaggerations in Seven Pillars less as deliberate deception and more as a kind of compulsive self-mythologizing. Essentially, in Antonius’s account, Lawrence the writer overwhelmed Lawrence the historical witness. Antonius chooses the Aqaba claim as a prime example of this pattern. He directly quotes Lawrence’s own assertion that the city had been taken “on my plan by my effort” (qtd. in Antonius 322), but immediately counters that this “will perplex the historian, for there is on the Arab side what appears to be equally reliable evidence to the contrary” (322). He then presents in detail the Arab version:

The plan was first suggested to Faisal by Auda Abu Tayeh at their first meeting in Wajh; Lawrence was not made privy to it until Faisal had given his assent; and it was carried into execution by Auda and his Huwaitat tribesmen independently of all outside help, for no help was needed in that kind of warfare which was of the traditional kind and one in which Arabs excel. (322)

In Antonius’s perspective, Lawrence’s role at Aqaba is reduced to that of “a trusted friend and companion-in-arms who, once the plan had been decided upon in Wajh, had manifested a desire to be present” (323). Yet what is characteristic of Antonius is how he works with this evidence. In the end he does not deliver any verdicts nor declare the Arab account definitively correct. He simply observes that Lawrence “afterwards came to regard and describe himself as the prime mover and real leader of the expedition” (323) and leaves the contradiction on its own. The implication might be seen as damning, but the tone remains that of a scholar presenting two conflicting sources of the same event. 

When examining the political aspect, Antonius continues in his evenhanded assessment of Lawrence. He notes that Lawrence’s contribution to the Arab revolution was twofold. His military achievements earned him genuine admiration from the Arabs, and his politics remained deeply contested (323). Arab critics accused Lawrence of having supported post-war measures that directly contradicted the promises of independence he made during the revolt, in particular submissiveness to the dismemberment of Arab territories under the mandate system (Antonius 323-24). Antonius recognises the efforts Lawrence made at the Paris Peace Conference to secure a fair hearing for the Arab case and attributes Lawrence’s political failures not to cynicism but to a combination of exhaustion and disillusionment (324). He refuses to give a strict judgement of Lawrence. Most importantly, Antonius frames the entire assessment as provisional and insists that a final verdict on Lawrence is not yet possible. The reason is that the evidence rests almost entirely on Lawrence’s own writings and the testimonies of his British admirers and is therefore highly one-sided (319-20). Arab sources, he notes, are still largely unknown and inaccessible. Until they are brought to light and weighed against the existing record, any evaluation of Lawrence can only be considered tentative. He goes so far as to call for a future historian who might produce a critical reassessment of Seven Pillars (320). In this sense, Antonius does not destroy the Lawrence myth so much as he declares the evidence insufficient to sustain it. The title of Antonius’s book, The Arab Awakening, presents a stance of its own. As Lawrence himself writes in Seven Pillars: “It was an Arab war waged and led by Arabs for an Arab aim in Arabia” (21). In Antonius’s work Lawrence is not the main focus. In its almost five hundred pages only about five pages are dedicated specifically to him. Outside of this section Lawrence only appears in passing as a figure within the broader narrative of events.

4.3 Cross-Examination: Mousa and the Documentary Record
However, the success of David Lean’s 1962 film Lawrence of Arabia forced a shift in this approach. The film’s reach was sufficient to prompt a direct institutional response: it was subsequently banned in Jordan (Rice), indicating that the Jordanian authorities regarded its portrayal as unacceptable. In 1966, Suleiman Mousa, a Jordanian historian, published T. E. Lawrence: An Arab View. Mousa describes his principal motive as a sense of “cultural obligation” directed toward both the Arab people and the Western world, driven by the conviction that existing accounts had left “a serious gap in information” that neither audience could independently fill (vii). He begins by stating that British biographers relied entirely on British military archives and Lawrence’s own writings and that he himself utilised unexplored Arab documentation and conducted extensive interviews with surviving Bedouin veterans of the revolt (viii-ix). Mousa approached Lawrence as a problem of evidence rather than of interpretation. His basic technique throughout the book is to take a specific claim from Seven Pillars or from Western biographers, then cross-reference it against Arab testimony, official telegrams, memoirs of Arab participants, and British documents that Lawrence’s own biographers overlooked. He does this from Lawrence’s first arrival in the Hejaz through to Damascus. 

One of Mousa’s most effective techniques is his use of the Arab Bulletin, the official intelligence publication of the British Arab Bureau in Cairo, as a tool against Lawrence’s own narrative. When examining the Aqaba campaign, for instance, Mousa observes that the Bulletin of 14 June 1917 reported fighting between Arabs and Turks at Aqaba without any mention of Lawrence whatsoever. A subsequent issue from 9 July again had no mention of him. It was only the Bulletin of 24 July that acknowledged Lawrence’s presence, and even then it placed the expedition “under the general command of Sherif Nasir” (68). Mousa uses this timeline to demonstrate that even by the standards of British military intelligence at the time, Lawrence was not regarded as the central figure of the operation. The myth of his leadership was constructed only after the fact.

This pattern of retroactive credit extends beyond Aqaba. On the question of guerrilla strategy, Mousa argues that the plan to divide the Arab army into a regular fighting force and a fast-moving raiding column was formulated by Aziz Ali al-Misri and Nuri as-Said at a conference in Rabegh as early as November 1916, well before Lawrence held any significant operational role (22). Mousa cites Nuri as-Said’s own lectures on Arab military tactics to establish this chronology and then observes that it was this plan, devised by Aziz, that Lawrence later claimed as his own (22). Similarly, Lawrence’s account of his first visit to the Hejaz presents it as a transformative personal mission, but Mousa demonstrates through cross-referencing Storrs’s account and official telegrams that the trip was a ten-day leave during which Lawrence held no official capacity (30). He further notes that Storrs, the senior British official who conducted the meetings, barely mentions Lawrence in his own memoir of the events (29). Mousa builds a picture of a man who was consistently present at events and then, in writing, repositioned himself as their architect.

Underlying all these individual corrections is a core structural argument about narrative power. Mousa observes that Arab leaders and officers left behind almost no written records, relying on “a few sporadic references, mostly based on memory” while Lawrence produced detailed reports during the revolt that later became the foundation of his Seven Pillars (62). Western sources, he concedes, “have ample excuse for their partiality, for they obtained their information from the detailed reports which the British and French officers habitually made” (62). Lawrence was the most prolific of these report-writers, and his literary skill gave him a decisive advantage. In the “Summing Up” chapter, Mousa articulates the point at its sharpest: “Lawrence had the advantage of his pen, while the Bedouin and Arab regulars enjoyed no such gift. And here lies the secret of his magnified stature, which he earned at the expense of others” (263).

When Mousa turns to Lawrence’s political motives, he acknowledges that Lawrence had a real desire to see the Arabs win but argues that this desire was strategically rather than morally motivated. Drawing on Lawrence’s private correspondence, Mousa cites a letter to Hogarth in which Lawrence discusses Alexandretta’s natural resources, calling it “a splendid natural naval base (which we don’t want but which no one else can have without detriment to us)” (qtd. in Mousa 266). He further quotes Lawrence’s admission in Seven Pillars that “the strongest motive throughout had been a personal one,” followed by “a pugnacious wish to win the war: yoked to the conviction that without Arab help England could not pay the price of winning its Turkish sector” (qtd. in Mousa 266). For Mousa, this passage deserves to be taken at face value and in his opinion, Lawrence served his country first and the Arab cause only as long as it aligned with British objectives. The independence he wanted for the Arabs, Mousa argues, “was of a kind that would be subject to British desires and would serve British interests” (266). In this way, Lawrence’s sympathy for the Arab cause was never independent of the British imperial framework within which he operated, however sincere on a personal level it might have been. It was not a fully autonomous liberty he was offering, but more a palatable form of British control.

Finally, Mousa treats Lawrence’s personality as itself a factor in the distortion of the historical record. He does not dismiss Lawrence as talentless — he readily concedes his endurance, intelligence, and courage. But he argues that these qualities were overshadowed by a compulsive need for self-promotion. To build this case, Mousa turns not to Arab critics but to Lawrence’s own British friends and associates. He cites Bernard Shaw’s observation that Lawrence was “the most impish of comedians” who made “half-hearted efforts to hide himself” while craving the limelight and was “a born actor and up to all sorts of tricks: you never knew where to have him” (qtd. in Mousa 263). Mousa also notes that those who knew Lawrence well “saw the depth of his love of intrigue and deceit” (qtd. in Mousa 271), and that Hogarth, his mentor, was right in observing that Lawrence “had no morality about the means to any end on which he had determined” (qtd. in Mousa 271). The fact that these assessments come from Lawrence’s own circle, not from hostile Arab critics, helps to give them some weight in Mousa’s argument. They suggest that the theatricality that Mousa identifies was not a matter of cultural prejudice but an observable trait that even Lawrence’s admirers acknowledged.

4.4 Beyond the Facts: Edward Said and the Orientalist Framework
A theoretical challenge to the Lawrence myth emerged not from a traditional historian, but from the Palestinian American literary critic Edward Said. In his 1978 book Orientalism, Said proposed a framework arguing that European scholars had systematically constructed the Middle East in literature and scholarship to justify colonial domination. Said’s engagement with Lawrence in Orientalism operates on an entirely different basis from either Antonius or Mousa. Where those historians measured Lawrence against the factual record, Said is not interested in whether Lawrence’s claims about specific battles or campaigns were true. His concern is with the broader discourse in which he sees Lawrence’s perspective as being situated. The way Lawrence’s writing categorises and simplifies Arab society, the colonial assumptions embedded in his writings, and the power dynamic his text creates between the Western narrator and what Said describes as the Oriental made subject to Western representation. For Said, Lawrence is not simply a historical figure who overstated his contributions to the Arab Revolt. He is a case study in how Western literary authority over the Orient was exercised: a writer whose skill allowed him to substitute his own account of an entire civilization for the voices of the people within it. Said begins by situating Lawrence within a genealogy of British Orientalist-agents: 

They formed a "band" — as Lawrence called it once — bound together by contradictory notions and personal similarities: great individuality, sympathy and intuitive identification with the Orient, a jealously preserved sense of personal mission in the Orient, cultivated eccentricity, a final disapproval of the Orient. (224) 

Figures like Gertrude Bell, D. G. Hogarth, and St. John Philby all shared these traits. Each of these individuals believed their understanding of the East was uniquely personal, born of direct experience rather than academic convention. Yet Said argues that despite their contempt for official Orientalist scholarship, they ultimately reinforced the same framework. Their work “refined and gave a personal twist to the academic style of modern Orientalism, with its repertoire of grand generalizations, tendentious ‘science’ from which there was no appeal, reductive formulae” (237). Their professional intimacy with the East, Said insists, did not prevent them from wanting to keep it under control by powers native to them.

Said’s analysis of Lawrence centres on the way Seven Pillars uses language to reduce Arab complexity into manageable, aestheticised categories. He quotes Lawrence’s letter to V. W. Richards: “the Arab… is the old, old civilisation, which has refined itself clear of household gods … they think for the moment … a mental and moral fatigue, a race trained out” (qtd. in Said 228-29). Said reads this passage not as a personal reflection but as an expression of a tendency to treat “the Arab” as a fixed type rather than a historical being. “The Arab”, as Lawrence constructs him, has been worn down by the sheer age of his civilization into a set of essential attributes: simplified, timeless, and ultimately passive. Said observes that in such formulations, individual Arabs of interest simply disappear, replaced by a collective abstraction that Western Orientalist observers can define at will (229).

This Orientalist reduction serves a concrete political function. Said draws on Hannah Arendt’s observation that the counterpart of the bureaucracy is the imperial agent, and positions Lawrence as exactly such an agent, someone through whom the academic institution of Orientalism was translated into action on the ground (240). If Orientalism as a scholarly discipline was a conservative vision of an unchanging East, then Lawrence was the man who put that vision to work in the field. Said identifies Lawrence’s work as a three-part process: 

first, to stimulate the Orient (lifeless, timeless, forceless) into movement; second, to impose upon that movement an essentially Western shape; third, to contain the new and aroused Orient in a personal vision, whose retrospective mode includes a powerful sense of failure and betrayal. (241)

 This formulation is central to Said’s reading. Lawrence did not simply describe the Arab Revolt; he also designed its essential meaning. The events of the revolt acquire significance only as Lawrence assigns it to them, and when those events fail to produce the outcome he intended, the resulting disappointment is exclusively his own.

Said pays particular attention to the way Lawrence positions himself within the text of Seven Pillars. He notes Lawrence’s claim that “Arabs could be swung on an idea as on a cord; for the unpledged allegiance of their minds made them obedient servants,” and observes how Lawrence’s conditional language serves as a mechanism for inserting himself at the head of a people he has already defined as incapable of sustained independent action (241-42). Lawrence, in Said’s reading, empties the Arabs of political agency through essentializing description and then fills that void with himself. The result is a text in which the Orientalist becomes “the representative Oriental”, no longer merely observing the Orient but claiming to embody it (242).

What makes this particularly damaging, in Said’s analysis, is that Lawrence appears entirely unaware of the possibility that the Arabs might have managed their own affairs without him. Said writes that Lawrence was “conscious of his power over the Orient, conscious also of his duplicity,” but fundamentally “unconscious of anything in the Orient that would suggest to him that history, after all, is history and that even without him the Arabs would finally attend to their quarrel with the Turks” (242). Lawrence’s anguished confession of guilt over the Sykes-Picot betrayal, which some readers might interpret as moral sensitivity, Said reads as a further act of appropriation: “it is Lawrence's disappointment that counts”, and "all the events putatively ascribed to the historical Arab Revolt are reduced finally to Lawrence's experiences on its behalf" (243). Lawrence ensures that even the political tragedy of the Arab Revolt is filtered through him.

Said concludes his analysis by describing Lawrence’s literary style as “a form of displacement and incorporation by which one voice becomes a whole history, and — for the white Westerner, as reader or writer — the only kind of Orient it is possible to know” (243). This formulation captures the essence of Said’s view. His problem with Seven Pillars is not with its historical accuracy but that its relative popularity made it harder for alternative accounts of the revolt to compete. In Said’s opinion Lawrence’s prose, in the years after its original 1935 release, overwhelmed the historical reality it wanted to describe, and in doing so it enacted at the level of style exactly what the Sykes-Picot Agreement enacted at the level of politics: the subordination of Arab experience to Western design. For Said, Lawrence is ultimately not a liar or a fraud but an author talented enough that for a time his version of events became, for some Western readers, indistinguishable from reality itself. 

In the end it is worth noting that the relatively small number of works discussed in this chapter is itself a reflection of the argument being made. In the scholarship available in English, T. E. Lawrence does not appear to be a major figure in Arab intellectual life, and the body of Arabic-language scholarship devoted specifically to him remains limited. This does not weaken the analysis but rather it reinforces one of its central claims: the Arab scholars examined here did not grant Lawrence the significance that the early Western accounts discussed in Chapter III constructed around him. What matters is that each of the works examined here represents a fundamentally distinct mode of engagement with his legacy. In the Memoirs of King Abdullah, Lawrence is filtered through personal experience: a figure judged not by historical theory but by the impression he left on the men who worked alongside him. In Antonius’s Arab Awakening, he becomes the subject of a cautious historiographical assessment, acknowledged where the evidence warrants it, questioned where it does not, and ultimately set aside as peripheral to the larger story of Arab nationalism. In Mousa’s T. E. Lawrence: An Arab View, the moment demanded a direct systematic cross-examination, a forensic dismantling of specific claims using the very sources Western biographers had never consulted. And in Said’s Orientalism, the question shifts from what Lawrence did to what his writing does. Said is concerned not with historical accuracy but with the way the literary structures of Seven Pillars enact, at the level of language, the same colonial logic that shaped the political betrayal of the Arab Revolt. Taken together, these four perspectives trace not only the Arab response to Lawrence but the evolution of that response across half a century: from silence, to scepticism, to confrontation, to theoretical deconstruction.
5 Conclusion
The two historiographical traditions examined in this thesis differ not only in their conclusions about T. E. Lawrence but in the questions they consider worth asking. The Western tradition, traced in Chapter III, has been preoccupied with Lawrence as a psychological subject: his motives, his inner contradictions, his literary self-construction. The Arab tradition, traced in Chapter IV, has been preoccupied with Lawrence as a functional element within a political and military structure whose outcomes extended well beyond anything he personally controlled. This chapter argues that the divergence between the two traditions is best understood not as a factual dispute that further evidence might resolve, but as a difference in analytical orientation — in what each tradition treats as the appropriate unit of historical analysis and the appropriate standard against which claims should be measured.

The Western tradition, across most of the works examined in Chapter III, has tended to treat Lawrence’s interior life as historically significant in its own right. Thomas was interested in Lawrence as a personality; Graves structured his biography around Lawrence’s character and sensibility; Liddell Hart framed the revolt as an expression of Lawrence’s strategic intellect; and Lean’s film made Lawrence’s psychology its explicit dramatic subject. Even the critical works that followed — Aldington’s biographical enquiry, the sensationalist studies of the late 1960s and 1970s — remained organised around Lawrence as an individual whose private life required exposure or defence. Wilson’s authorised biography, the most archivally grounded of the Western accounts, is structured as a chronological narrative of Lawrence’s life. The consistent organizing principle, whether the tone is admiring or hostile, is that Lawrence’s personal experience constitutes the central problem to be investigated. The Arab tradition examined in Chapter IV does not share this assumption. Abdullah assessed Lawrence in terms of his effect on the political dynamics of the revolt, not in terms of his character. Antonius situated him within a nationalist movement whose origins preceded his involvement by decades and whose consequences extended well beyond anything he personally influenced. Mousa’s method was to test specific factual claims against alternative documentation, treating Lawrence not as a psychological subject but as a source whose reliability required verification. Said was concerned with the ideological structure of Lawrence’s prose, not with the biographical question of what Lawrence felt or intended. In each case, the analytical focus falls not on Lawrence’s inner world but on the external structures — military, political, discursive — within which he operated. When Arab historians do address Lawrence’s psychology, they treat it strictly as a reason for his historical inaccuracy, rather than the primary subject of analysis. This difference in orientation has methodological consequences that are worth identifying. A tradition organised around an individual life will naturally privilege sources that illuminate that life: personal letters, memoirs, autobiographical writing, and the testimony of close associates. This is precisely the evidential base on which the early Western biographies were constructed, and it is the base whose limitations both Crawford and Wilson, from different angles, identified. Crawford argued that Lawrence had curated what his biographers received; Wilson argued that the biographers themselves were professionally ill-equipped to handle what they were given. Either way, the tradition’s dependence on Lawrence-adjacent sources meant that its picture of the revolt was shaped, to an unusual degree, by the perspective of a single participant. The Arab tradition drew on a different, though not necessarily more complete, body of evidence: official telegrams, the Arab Bulletin, interviews with surviving participants, and the memoirs of Arab political figures. These sources are not free of bias — Abdullah’s memoirs serve his own political interests, and Mousa’s interviews were conducted decades after the events in question — but they are structurally independent of Lawrence’s self-presentation in a way that the sources available to Thomas, Graves, and Liddell Hart were not. The comparison is therefore not between a biased tradition and an objective one, but between two traditions whose biases are differently constituted and differently visible.

A further point of comparison concerns the role that narrative form plays in shaping historical interpretation. The Western works that defined Lawrence’s early public profile operated within genres — the travel lecture, the literary biography, the epic film — whose conventions required a protagonist. These genres do not accommodate collective agency comfortably; they require decisions to be made by identifiable individuals whose motives can be narrated. The Arab works examined in Chapter IV belong to different genres: the political memoir, the nationalist history, the forensic monograph, the theoretical critique. These forms are better suited to institutional and structural analysis than to individual portraiture, and they naturally distribute agency across a wider field of actors. Neither set of generic conventions is neutral. The Western genres tend to overstate individual centrality for the same reason that the Arab genres tend to understate it: each form has its own logic of emphasis, and that logic shapes the conclusions before the evidence is fully weighed. Recognizing this does not invalidate either tradition, but it does suggest that part of what appears to be a factual disagreement about Lawrence’s importance is in fact a formal disagreement about how historical narratives should be constructed.

Said’s analysis, discussed in Chapter IV, addresses something that the earlier works in both traditions had not treated as their central concern. His argument that Seven Pillars enacts a form of discursive control — substituting Lawrence’s organizing consciousness for the autonomous historical experience of its Arab subjects — identifies a mechanism that operates independently of whether any given factual claim in the text is accurate or inaccurate. This shifts the comparative question. If Said’s reading is granted, the Western and Arab traditions are not merely offering competing accounts of the same events; they are operating within different conceptions of what constitutes historical evidence. For the Western tradition, Seven Pillars is a primary source whose factual content can be verified or corrected. For Said, it is a discursive structure whose significance lies not in its accuracy but in the relationship it establishes between the Western narrator and the Arab subject. These are not incompatible positions, a text can be both factually testable and discursively consequential, but they do explain why the two traditions have often appeared to talk past each other.

It is worth noting that the two traditions have not developed in complete isolation. Wilson engaged with Mousa’s factual corrections, and Mousa drew extensively on British archival material. Antonius wrote in English for a partly Western readership and situated his argument within conventions of historical scholarship shared across both traditions. The division between a Western and an Arab approach to Lawrence is real, but it is not absolute: it is a tendency visible across bodies of work rather than a rigid boundary. What the comparison reveals is that the significance attributed to Lawrence in any given account depends less on the discovery of new facts than on the analytical framework within which existing facts are organised — on whether the historian’s unit of analysis is the individual life, the nationalist movement, the imperial system, or the discursive structure of the texts through which all of these have been transmitted.

5.1 A Personal Note on Contemporary Reception 


The historiographical analysis conducted in this thesis has been concerned with published works: biographies, monographs, films, and theoretical critiques. It has not attempted to assess how Lawrence is received among ordinary people in the region where the events he participated in took place. A brief observation from the author’s own experience may, however, suggest a direction for future inquiry.


During a visit to Jordan in autumn 2025, the author observed a pattern in political symbolism in some of Amman’s commercial spaces. Street vendors sold portraits of Saddam Hussein and displayed copies of Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf among other political works (see figs. 3, 4).
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Fig. 3. Čapka, Tomáš. “Street vendor’s portrait display, Amman, Jordan” 25 Nov. 2025, Personal Collection.
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Fig. 4. Čapka, Tomáš “Book vendor’s display, Amman, Jordan” 25 Nov. 2025, Personal Collection.
These two figures share little beyond one point of perceived common ground: both can be associated, in parts of the Arab world, with opposition to Judaism. The author does not suggest that the presence of such merchandise reflects a considered endorsement of either figure’s actions or ideology among the Jordanian public. What it does illustrate is a mechanism by which historical figures can acquire popularity based on a single perceived political alignment, independent of their broader record. The same mechanism appears to operate in reverse with respect to Lawrence. In Wadi Rum, when an older Jordanian man was asked whether he knew of T. E. Lawrence, he responded with the word “Englishman” and a dismissive gesture. The judgement was not historiographical but categorical: Lawrence was British, and that was sufficient. Mousa himself, reflecting on his work twenty years after its publication, articulated the underlying logic: “It is a matter of pride … Had we achieved unity, had we not been defeated by the Israelis, I don’t think we would be so sensitive about Lawrence” (qtd. in Rice). 


These observations are anecdotal and do not constitute evidence in the sense that the published sources examined in Chapters II through IV do. They are offered here as an indication that the historiographical traditions analysed in this thesis do not exist in isolation from a broader sentiment. A systematic empirical study — using interviews, surveys, or other methods of gathering firsthand testimony from people in the region — could establish whether the patterns observed informally during this visit are representative of wider attitudes, and could examine how, if at all, the published historiographical positions examined in this thesis have filtered into popular historical consciousness. Such a study would extend the comparative analysis of this thesis from the domain of published scholarship into the domain of lived reception and would constitute a distinct and worthwhile line of further research.
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