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The work here presented is arranged in three books. The first comprises a study of the landowners and the men of money and commerce of prerepublican Iraq. The accent of the discussion is on the wealthier or more influential layers of these classes in the period of the monarchy, that is, in the years 1921-1958. However, as some of the traits of the social structure in monarchic days had their roots in the more distant past, the analysis ranges, at certain points, back to Ottoman times.


Apart from throwing some light on the circumstances, the power, the function, the way of thought, the political behavior, the social standing, and the origin of the position or of the wealth of the landed, commercial, and moneyed elements, the aim of this part of the study is to find out whether a class approach would open to view historical relations or social features that would otherwise remain beyond vision or, to put it more generally, whether such an approach, when applied to a post-World War I Arab society, is capable of yielding new insights or valuable results.


Anyhow, it is hoped that the first book will render it easier to understand the second and third books, which deal with the Communists, Ba‘thists, and Free Officers, that is, with the movements that have been, in their leading layers, the chief expressions of Iraq’s intermediate classes, the laboring people being of real importance only in the Communist ranks and merely in some areas or at certain points in the past. To trace the origins of these movements, seek out the roots of the thoughts and emotions by which they were impelled, describe their organizational forms and social structures, reconstruct their internal life in its significant moments, follow them through the ebbs and flows of their fortunes, and assess the impact they had on their country and its history–such have been the main preoccupations in the second and third books.


Though in these pages adequate consideration is given to the Ba‘th party and the Free Officers, the history of the Communists is represented on a larger scale. One reason is that this history forms the original nucleus out of which the books in question have grown. But the Communists also long anteceded the other forces, and have had deeper influence upon the intelligentsia and at the mass level of society.


Perhaps the exposition lapses here and there into minutiae or verges on a scholarly overkill. Particularly in the chapters relating to the early phases of communism, when the party was composed of a small number of isolated figures, too much attention may have been given to individual characteristics; but the patient reader will realize that then–in the thirties–much depended on personal and accidental factors, the movement having become objectively grounded only in the succeeding decade. Moreover, even in these chapters care was taken not to lose sight of the wider context, and to bring to the surface–except where otherwise necessary–only the private details that could simultaneously throw light upon the condition of society. At the same time, the premises of the discussion throughout have been real living Communists–and Ba‘thists and Free Officers–in their real concrete circumstances and interactions.


The present work draws in part upon the secret records of Iraq’s Directorate General of Internal Security, that is, among other things, upon: (a) the files of the Iraqi political police on the various parties and on every active political figure in the country in the period of the monarchy; (b) papers and records seized by the police and belonging to the leading committees of the Communists and Ba‘thists; (c) Communist manuscripts found in the prisons of Kūt and Ba’qūbah; (d) verbatim records of the investigation of the important members of the Communist cadre captured by the Ba‘thists in 1963; (e) the secret British Intelligence Reports, Abstracts of Intelligence, and Supplements to the Abstracts of Intelligence referring to the period 1917-1931; and (0 the confidential files of Major J. F. Wilkins, one-time head of the “Criminal Investigation Department” and of the “Special Branch,” and “Technical Advisor” of the Iraq government.


The work is also based upon the British public records, Arabic printed sources, the unpublished and detailed memoirs of Engineer Colonel Rajab ‘Abd-ul-Majīd, secretary of the Free Officers’ Movement, and on a mass of interviews with Iraqis of various colorings and in different areas of life, including activists and leading figures.


The vast amount of data in the police records was in part arid and unimaginative. Much of the rest was unwieldy and not easily reconcilable nor readily woven into a meaningful sequence. I used these records, to be sure, with caution, and took account only of the evidence that appeared incontrovertible or was least open to doubt. I also checked and counterchecked with the better informed of eyewitnesses and participants, and took extreme care not to commit errors or injustices. But I am aware of my limitations, and hope that knowledgeable Iraqis will call to my attention mistakes or shortcomings that I could not avoid.


In the course of my research, when I met in the prison of Ba’qubāh one of the leading Communists, I began, as was my wont with the political prisoners I interviewed, by making clear that I had read his personal police file and wanted only to acquaint myself with his own version of his personal history. I also assured him that, in undertaking the study of the party to which he belonged, I was impelled by no other motive than the desire to understand it and that, to the extent that my limited vision permitted, I would be faithful to the facts and would publish the results whether they be to the advantage of the Communists or to their disadvantage. The Communist leader wondered whether, in view of my connection with an American university, detachment on a subject like communism was at all possible.


I recall this incident to emphasize the standpoint from which the present account has been written. It has not been my intention to make a partisan or polemical contribution, or to add to the controversies that torment Iraq. Far from it. Perhaps it is not possible to write a history of a Communist party that is neither pro-Communist nor anti-Communist. But this is, anyhow, what I have sought to do. This has also been my guideline with regard to the other political and social forces. Of course, it does not follow that my way of looking at things is not involved in these pages. In any historical work one does, there is history, but there is also always something of oneself. This is unavoidable. One, if only unwittingly, bares one’s own narrowness of experience and one’s intellectual and temperamental inadequacies.


Many years ago, when I was a student in the United States and, on account of the lack of source material, came to a standstill in my work on Iraq, ‘Abd-ul-Ḥamīd Dāmirchī, a friend from Baghdād, offered to advance me the cost of a trip to his country. His generous loan, which I was only able to repay after four long years, subsequent research fellowships or grants from the Harvard Russian and Middle East Centers and the Center of International Studies at M.I.T., and a nine months’ residence as a Senior Research Fellow at Princeton made possible the study I now present.


At one point or another in the course of this undertaking I received courteous encouragement from the late Professors Merle Fainsod and H. A. R. Gibb, and from Professors Adam Ulam, Charles Issawi, Elie Salem, George Kirk, L. Carl Brown, Robert A. Fernea, and Nadav Safran. I have been especially fortunate in the unfailing patience and interest of Professor William E. Griffith, the sympathetic understanding of Professor A. J. Meyer, and the consistent support of my department at the American University of Beirut. The much appreciated kindnesses of Professor Abram Udovitch and Sanford G. Thatcher and a generous subsidy from the Earhart Foundation, obtained through the invaluable help of Professors William E. Griffith, A. J. Meyer, and Harold Hanham, facilitated the publication of the manuscript. To Professors Gil Gunder-son, Samir Khalaf, and Gerald Obermeyer I am very grateful for their comments on Chapter One, and to Margaret Case for the care and conscientiousness with which she prepared the book for the press. I would also like to thank Laury Egan for the design, Trudy Glucksberg for the maps and artwork, and Helen Mann for varityping the tables and the manuscript.


The photographs were obtained from the Public Security Division of Iraq’s Ministry of Interior, or from the persons portrayed or their families, or through the courtesy of Michel Abū Jawdah, editor-in-chief of An-Nahār (Beirut), and Dr. Aḥmad Chalabī of Iraq, or reproduced from the publications of the Iraq Government; Pierre Ponafidine (Tsarist consul general in Isṭanbul), Life in the Moslem East (London, 1911); Sir Arnold T. Wilson (one-time civil commissioner of Iraq), Mesopotamia, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1930-1931); and Great Britain, Naval Intelligence Division, Iraq and the Persian Gulf (London, 1944).


The maps are based on Dr. Aḥmad Sūsah’s Aṭlas-ul-‘Irāq-il-Idārī (The Atlas of Administrative Iraq), Baghdād, 1952, with information that relates to this book added by the author.


I am also greatly indebted to those very many Iraqis in the government, the opposition, the army, the universities, in the business and tribal worlds, and in the prisons and the underground, who are cited in the footnotes or in the text or must remain nameless, and who never denied me a helping hand and contributed so much to my understanding of their country and their people.
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THE “OLD SOCIAL CLASSES”: PRACTICAL AND THEORETICAL CLARIFICATIONS; APPLICABILITY OF CONCEPT; DIFFICULTIES OF ANALYSIS
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It has often been maintained that the classic sociological class analysis–an analysis that draws essentially upon the insights of Karl Marx and Max Weber–is inapplicable to Arab societies, or that in Arab societies there are no such things as “classes.” This is a generalization apart from the evidence, at least as far as post-World War I Arab societies are concerned. Obviously, an attitude one way or the other on this question cannot be taken in the absence of specialized factual studies on modern Arab social structures. To reject class analysis out of hand, merely on account of contingent ideological associations, is, from a scholarly point of view, inadmissible.


 


It is necessary to underline at once the tentative nature of the present inquiry. A concrete analysis of classes is an extremely difficult undertaking. It presupposes, on the one hand, a grasp of the objective tendencies and constraints of the social structure or structures of which the classes are integral parts; and, on the other hand, the mastery of a wealth of details, especially as regards economically and politically effective individuals and families and their interrelationships, details that are seldom within easy reach.


More than that, the classes under study–the upper landowners and the upper men of money and commerce in the time of the monarchy (1921-1958)–were relatively unstable, at least for much of that period. Of course, a class structure is in principle not characterized by fixity. However, due to a number of factors–among others, the rapid buildup of monarchic state institutions, the world-wide depression of 1929, the land settlement policies of 1932 and 1938, the severe shortages and the spiraling inflation during the Second World War and in the immediate postwar years, the mass exodus of the Jews in the late forties and early fifties, the sudden inpouring of oil money after 1952, and the fourfold increase of the population of Baghdād between 1922 and 1957–there were comparatively swift movements into and out of the abovementioned classes. There were also abrupt shifts within them in an upward or downward direction. In these movements and shifts were involved not only individuals and families, but whole groups: the rise of the Shī‘ī component of the trading class after the exodus of the Jewish merchants is a case in point. At the same time, some class elements were progressing in one respect but declining in another: the enrichment, for instance, of many landed tribal shaikhs at the expense of their rank-and-file tribesmen, by undermining tribal ties, weakened their traditional social position. In other words, these shaikhs were simultaneously rising as a class and decaying as a traditional status group.


Over and above this, as hinted by the illustrations just given, the classes in question consisted of diverse elements. They were differentiable not merely ethnically–into Arabs, Kurds, Turkomans, Arameans, and Armenians–or from the standpoint of sect or religion–into Sunnī, Shī‘ī, Christian, or Jewish–or in terms of the size of their land, or the level of their income or capital, or the degree of their political influence or social prestige, or the consistence or inconsistence of their interests with British economic penetration; but in one further important sense: different elements or different status groups within the very same class–for example, the landed tribal aghas or shaikhs, the landed tribal or urban sādāh, the landed ‘ulamā’, the landed chiefs of mystic orders, the landed “aristocrat”-officials, the landed speculators, merchants, ṣarrāfs, and industrialists, and the landed ex-Sharifian officers1–carried in varying proportions the imprints of different social forms or different historical periods. This was the consequence, partly, of the fact that under the Ottomans Iraq consisted to no little extent of distinct, self-absorbed, feebly interconnected societies; and, partly, of the interpenetration of a social form oriented toward money making and the expansion of private property; and shaped essentially by Iraq’s relatively recent ties to a world market resting on big industry, with older social forms attaching value to noble lineage, or knowledge of religion, or possession of sanctity or fighting prowess in tribal raids; and dominated largely by local bonds and local outlooks, by small-scale handicraft or subsistence agricultural production, and, outside of the towns, by state or communal tribal forms of property.


Does it follow from the diversity of the component elements of Iraq’s classes and the differences in the conditions of these elements that, strictly speaking, they were not classes? An answer to this question necessitates a preliminary attempt at a precise statement of the essential nature of the phenomenon.


 


What is a class? What are its distinctive characteristics? At the risk of being very elementary but in the hope of achieving clarity, I should state, first, that I adhere to the classic sociological standpoint that a “class” is, in essence, an economically based formation, though it ultimately refers to the social position of the constituent individuals or families in its varied aspects. Through inadvertence I may, here and there in the course of this work, use the term loosely in other than this primary sense, but this should be evident from the context. Second, from the same standpoint, the notion “class” demands or presupposes the notion “inequality,” and therefore implies at least one other class–or, in the dichotomic view, merely one other main class, along with minor groups–the “inequality” being basically with respect to “property.” To be more explicit, I find it difficult not to agree with James Madison, Karl Marx, and Max Weber that “property” and “lack of property” form the fundamental elements of the class (or, in Madison’s language, “factional”) situation, and that this antithesis contains the seeds of an antagonistic relationship. To accept this position is not necessarily to accept the different series of concepts that each of the three thinkers associate with it, or their underlying assumptions or implications unless, of course, they are empirically verifiable or applicable to the case in hand.


At the same time, it is beyond dispute that “property” varies in character or significance under varying circumstances and could, therefore, be properly understood only in its specific historical context. It is also incontrovertible that a class is a multiform and differentiated phenomenon. It may, as Max Weber suggested, exist in a distinct form of its own or as an element within a status group (such as a landed section within a group of tribal shaikhs) or may embody several different status groups, as already noted. It may embrace an “élite” (such as “a labour aristocracy”) and a “mass” (such as the majority of workers). In this sense, “élite” and “class” are not mutually exclusive concepts. A class may also comprise upper, middle, and lower subclasses, which, as both Marx and Weber pointed out, may be related to one another as are distinct classes. In Iraq, for example, the bigger and smaller landowners stood on opposite sides, or had conflicting political sympathies, in the revolutionary years of 1958-1959. Consequently, it is inadequate to define a class formally as an aggregate of persons marked off by a common or similar relationship to the means of production, or playing an identical or similar role in the process of production, inasmuch as the difference in the degree or extent of ownership or control of the means of production could be so great as to constitute, in terms of its social consequences, a qualitative and not merely quantitative difference.


Moreover, this writer accepts the view that a class need not–and in fact does not–at every point of its historical existence act or feel as a unit. In other words, it need not be an organized and self-conscious group. But this does not mean that it is, therefore, merely an intellectual category, that is, something foisted on reality by the mind. The members of a class may not be class-conscious in their behavior, but their behavior could nonetheless be class-conditioned. Obviously, a certain similarity in the economic situation of a group may make–despite differences between its members in other respects–for a certain similarity of interests and inclinations, even though this may remain hidden from their view. More than that, it is necessary to distinguish between a dynamic and a passive class feeling or consciousness: in Iraq under the monarchy a landless peasant, even in districts farthest removed from new ideological influences, was aware of the economic and social distance separating him from his landed shaikh, and knew, for instance, that he could not aspire to take the shaikh’s daughter in marriage; and, though he may not have been conscious of a common tie with peasants on another estate or in another region, he was alive to the fact that the peasants laboring with him shared in his poverty; but, more often than not, he acquiesced in this situation as fated, and was not actuated by any desire to upset it.


At this point it may seem that I have not been defining the concept of class but defining it away. In fact, I have been merely emphasizing the reality of the objective–as distinguished from the subjective–aspect of class, that is, the reality of what Marx called, in Hegel’s language, the “class in itself.” The process of the crystallization of a class into a relatively stable, sharply identifiable, and politically conscious social entity, that is, into a “class for itself” is, of course, very complex, and depends on the concrete correlation of circumstances.


 


In the light of the preceding clarifications, it should be emphasized that the classes of monarchic Iraq–but not necessarily their component elements–are “old” (the reference is to the attribute in the title of this work) only from the perspective of the post-1958 period, inasmuch as they are, to a predominant extent, the product of the gradual attachment of the country in the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to a British imperial market reposing on large-scale industry. Prior to this, private property, in the sense of private appropriation of the means of production, was nonexistent outside Iraq’s towns and their immediate hinterland, and even in the towns had a precarious basis; and, save for dhurriyyah waqf, was exposed to recurring confiscation: in Ottoman-Mamlūk Baghdād of the latter half of the eighteenth century, the accumulation of property or riches–except perhaps by families with ascribed religious standing–was not safe inasmuch as it was liable to attract the envy or greed of the ruling pashas. “Property” was not, therefore, at that time the dominant basis of stratification. “Classes” existed, to be sure, in urban areas, but in a rudimentary form and in parallel structures within the recognized religious communities. They also remained purely economic in character, and did not acquire a political aspect. Moreover, by reason of the fact that eighteenth-century Iraq was composed of plural, relatively isolated, and often virtually autonomous city-states and tribal confederations, urban “class” ties tended to be in essence local ties rather than ties on the scale of the whole country, except in the case of some of the money dealers or merchants–especially the transit merchants–who operated within broader frameworks and had urban-tribal, inter-Arab, or even international class links.


If “property” or “classes” were secondary phenomena, what were the more important bases or forms of stratification in Mamlūk Iraq? By virtue of the plurality of its societies and their comparative geographic isolation, its structural physiognomy was somewhat complicated.


In the first place, the social structures of the various towns or regions, though possessing common features, differed according to differences in their historical functions or in their natural circumstances. Obviously, the social character of a purely tribal market town, such as Sūq-ush-Shuyūkh, diverged markedly from that of a Shī‘ī holy city and a center of pilgrimage such as Najaf, or from that of Baghdād, which had long been a main seat of government and a commercial emporium of international significance. Again, local or regional social structures could not but bear the effects of such natural facts as the recurrent devastating inundations of the central and southern parts of Iraq and the concomitant freedom of its northern areas from flooding. This, in my opinion, had something to do with the relative looseness or openness of the forms of social life in Baghdād, and the somewhat greater rigidity of those in Mosul. The same factor, by adding to the mobility of the greater number of Arab tribal cultivators, must have played a role in rescuing them from the serf-like condition of Kurdistan’s traditional peasants: the non-tribal miskīns or “miserables.”


At any rate, at Baghdād proper several principles of stratification were simultaneously at work. In addition to a hierarchy of wealth, there were hierarchies of religion: Moslems above Christians, Jews, and Sabeans; of sect: Sunnīs above Shī‘īs; of ethnic groups: Georgians and Turks above Arabs, Kurds, and Persians; and of power: the Georgian freedmen above all the rest. There was also a hierarchy of status, the socially dominant groups being the Georgian pashas and their chief military officers and civil lieutenants; the sādāh, claimants of descent from the Prophet; the leaders of the Ṣūfī orders and the upper Sunnī ‘ulamā’, who were often also sādāh; and the chalabīs, who were merchants of high social standing. The position of the chalabīs rested essentially on wealth; that of the Georgians on their semimonopoly of the means of violence, their esprit de corps as ex-slaves, their privileged and elaborate military and administrative training, their intimate knowledge of local affairs, and their frequent alliance with the sādāh, the chiefs of the mystic fraternities, and the higher ‘ulamā’, whose standing was legitimized by religion and reposed on the prestige of birth–claimed kinship to Muḥammad or to a saint–or on the knowledge of the holy law. Of course, there was a great degree of coincidence between all these hierarchies; that is, those who stood, say, at the top in the scale of power tended also to stand at the top with respect to wealth or in terms of religious, sectarian, ethnic, or status affiliation. It is pertinent to add that, on account of the incessant conflicts between Baghdād and one or the other of the surrounding tribal confederations, and the precarious relationships between the Mamlūks and the Ottoman sultan, political power was as unstable as property: out of the nine Mamlūk pashas, one was pulled down and six were put to death.2 It would, therefore, appear that the least transient social position was that defined by special religious status.


If we turn to the countryside, we find that the tribal structure was basically oriented toward the military role. This fact largely defined the existing tribal hierarchy, the mobile warring People of the Camel standing, in the Arab flatlands, above the People of the Sheep or of Marshes or of Agriculture. The dominant status groups, who tended to be drawn from the former order, were the shaikhs al-mashāyikh (the chiefs of the tribal confederations) and the shaikhs (the leaders of the constituent fighting tribes). In montane Kurdistan, their equivalents were the tribal begs or aghas, who were drawn from mounted nomads and lorded over nontribal peasants. The position of all these leading strata rested fundamentally on superior force or military prowess, on birth or kinship, and, from the standpoint of their own rank-and-file tribesmen but not necessarily of client tribes, on immemorial tribal customs.


Social stratification found, at that time as later, an ideological sanction in the Qur’ān. “We,” the Qur’ān says, “have divided among them their livelihood in the present life and raised some of them above others in various degrees so that some may take others in subjection” (43:32). To this, 16:71 adds: “God gave preference to some of you over others in regard to property.” The importance that the Sharī‘ah or Islamic law attaches to “property” could be inferred from the fact that “property” was, as Ibn Khaldūn has pointed out,3 one of five things – the others being “religion, life, the mind, and offspring”–whose “preservation” the Sharī‘ah had enjoined as “indispensable.” Stratification tended to be reinforced also by the shar’ī principle of kafā’ah, that is, equality or suitability in marriage: the husband could not, as a rule, be below the wife by birth, or occupation or fortune, so that a depression in the social standing of her father or her family could be obviated. Also relevant in the matter of stratification is the fact that the Arabs are, or at least were, a genealogy-conscious people. To the townsmen among them, in particular, a holy pedigree counted for much. Hence the eagerness of many of their leading families to relate themselves either to the House of the Prophet or to a prominent general of the age of Arab conquests, like Khālid ibn al-Walīd, or to a renowned saint, or to some redoubtable tribe.


The long-range effects upon preexisting norms and structures of the gradual transformation of Iraq into an adjunct of the industrial capitalist system–a factor so decisive for our inquiry–and of the attendant or related facts and processes are traced in detail at several appropriate points in this work. Here they are discussed in the broadest outlines, and only from the standpoint of their influence upon the formation or emergence of classes or, more accurately, the classes under study.


The most important change in this respect was the stabilization, expansion, and, eventually, extreme concentration of private property.4 This had much to do with the expropriation by a relatively small number of shaikhs and aghas, of the communal tribal land; the greater role of money; the rise of speculation in real estate; and the simultaneous placing of property on firmer juridical foundations, mainly through the instrumentality of the land laws of 1858 and 1932; which in turn implied the increasing consolidation and centralization of state power; and, side by side with this, the spread of communications, the growth of towns, the diffusion of European ideas and techniques, the advance in the countryside of the territorial at the expense of the kinship connection, the breakdown of the subsistence economy and self-sufficiency of the tribes, and the greater interrelatedness of the various parts of the society. Inevitably, the relations between Iraqis became less and less governed by kinship or religious standing or considerations of birth, and more and more by material possessions. Property also assumed a greater significance as a basis of social stratification and in the scale of power, though, by virtue of Iraq’s status of dependence and the influence of the British upon the structural situation, it never had its full play. Of course, the elements of the traditional social structures and the attendant values and categories of understanding did not disappear, but survived, if in diluted form, alongside the new mentalities and the new structural elements and principles. In fact, often the very same group bore the imprints of the two structures in combined form. Thus the landed shaikhs and the landed sadāh were now partly a tradition-based or religiously ratified status group, and partly a class, and their transformation from a status group into a class was slow and subtle; but by the fifties of this century their property had clearly become a far greater determinant of their social position than their traditional status.


One further related point bears special emphasis. In the early decades of the monarchy–in the twenties and thirties–the different elements of the socially dominant landed class–the tribal shaikhs and aghas, the tribal and urban sadāh, the “aristocrat”-officials, and the ex-Sharīfian officers–were vying with one another for power, prestige, and property. However, in the last two decades of the monarchy–in the forties and fifties–these same elements closed ranks, clarifying their common interests on crucial issues, that is, on such matters as the exemption of their class from taxation,5 the virtual exclusion of the other classes from the important offices of the state,6 and, before everything, the defense of the social order from which they all benefited. The mechanisms by which their actions were coordinated were the cabinet and the parliament, which they decisively controlled,7 and, for a time, the Party of Constitutional Union, which was the clearest organizational expression of the vested interests of the day.8 The catalyst to their unity was the rising danger to their social position from underprivileged groups who had become conscious of the hurtful effects on them of the existing distribution of the resources and powers of life.9 How intense, though untutored, were the class feelings of some of these groups could be gathered from the remarks reportedly made to the one-time foreign minister of Iraq, ‘Abd-uj-Jabbār Jomard, by a non-Communist worker during the Days of March in the Mosul of 1959. “Lights are going to be put out tonight in the city,” the worker told Jomard, “we are going to feel people’s hands and all those who do not have rough hands are going to be butchered.”


Obviously, in the twenties and thirties the upper landowners were still an embryonic class or “a class in itself” or, in the words of Max Weber, merely “a possible basis for communal action,” but in the forties and fifties they turned unmistakably into “a class for itself,” that is, into a distinct, politically self-conscious group.


All these points will gain greater clarity as the appropriate concrete context is brought to the foreground and as we advance in our detailed factual analysis.


For the time being, it should be evident from the foregoing observations how complex and many-sided is the class picture of Iraq and why it will be difficult, in the pages that follow, to conduct the discussion at anything more than a low level of generality.


.
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OF THE DIVERSITY OF IRAQIS, THE INCOHESIVENESS OF THEIR SOCIETY, AND THEIR PROGRESS IN THE MONARCHIC PERIOD TOWARD A CONSOLIDATED POLITICAL STRUCTURE


[image: image]


At the turn of the century the Iraqis were not one people or one political community. This is not meant to refer simply to the presence of numerous racial and religious minorities in Iraq: Kurds, Turkomans, Persians, Assyrians, Armenians, Chaldeans, Jews, Yazīdīs, Sabeans, and others. The majority of the inhabitants of Iraq, the Arabs, though sharing common characteristics, were themselves in large measure a congeries of distinct, discordant, self-involved societies.


A wide chasm, to begin with, divided the main cities from the tribal country. Urban and tribal Arabs–except for dwellers of towns situated deep in the tribal domain or tribesmen living in the neighborhood of cities–belonged to two almost separate worlds. The links between them were primarily economic. But even in this regard their relationships could scarcely be said to have been vigorous. As late as the 1870s, in the districts that were remote from the main towns or from Shaṭṭ-al-‘Arab and the Tigris–steamers traded only on these rivers, as the Euphrates could not be navigated with ease–wheat rotted in the granaries or, as there was no other means of turning it to account, was used as fuel, while from time to time the people at Baghdād suffered from scarcity of grain. Although in subsequent decades there was an increasing but slow advance in the direction of interdependence, economic disparateness remained only too real. Segments of the tribal domain unreached by river steamers continued to be largely self-sufficient, and even had market towns of their own. Similarly, the cities had their own countryside, which nestled close to them or was within reach of their protection. Here the lands on which townsmen directly depended were cultivated by peasants who, although by origin tribesmen, were now held together by a territorial connection. But most of the agricultural and pastoral lands of Iraq formed part of the tribal domain.


No less crucial was the social and psychological distance between the urban and tribal Arabs. In many ways they were very different from each other. The life of the urban Arabs was on the whole governed by Islamic and Ottoman laws, that of the tribal Arabs by Islamically tinged ancient tribal customs. Some of the urban Arabs, in particular the educated stratum, had come under the influence of Turkish–and in Shī‘ī cities, Persian–culture; tribal Arabs, on the other hand, had escaped that influence altogether. Among urban Arabs class positions were somewhat strongly developed, among the more mobile of the tribesmen relations were still patriarchal in character. Many of the townsmen had, in the words of a nineteenth-century Iraqi historian, “become habituated to submission and servility.”1 The freer of the tribesmen were, by contrast, irrepressible. As far as they were concerned, government was a matter for contempt. As one Euphrates satirical hawsah or tribal chant expressed it:


Maldiyyah, wa mā min samm biha; taina, wa tchānat mahyūbah.2 It is a flabby serpent and has no venom; we have come and have seen it, it is only in times past that it kept us in awe.


Again, the Arabs of the cities were very conscious of their Moslemness; with the tribal Arabs the feeling for Islam was not as intense. I am not oblivious of the power that the Shī‘ī divines had over the Shī‘ī tribes of the Euphrates, but even the latter never developed the passion for religion so characteristic of urban Moslems. It is significant that, in time of tribal levées, the chants of tribesmen had usually secular–tribal or Arab–themes, such as the old Arab motif, al-murū’ah, manliness, whereas the masses of the city rallied more naturally to religious cries. “Ad-Dīn! Yā Muḥammad!”–“The Religion! O Muḥammad!”3 was one of the more common slogans of the populace in Baghdād.4 Of course, both tribal and town Arabs were conscious that they were Arabs, in particular when they were confronted, say, with a Turk or a Persian; but their Arab consciousness was in no way akin to that of the later Arab nationalists. That they were Arabs was to them a natural fact, a fact they may have taken pride in, but they did not feel at all impelled to do something about it. Theirs, in other words, was not a dynamic Arabism, nor did the nation as such form the focus of their sentiments or of their loyalty.


The contrast that we have drawn between urban and tribal Arabs should not be overemphasized. We cannot afford to forget that many townsmen were of relatively recent tribal origin. Even today a large number of the inhabitants of Baghdād, quite apart from the tribal immigrants of the last four decades, still remember the name of the tribe to which they once belonged. A glance at the accompanying table [Table 2-1] is enough to suggest that there must have been in past centuries some sort of a recurrent turnover of the town population. One is even tempted to say, in noting the succession of plagues, famines, floods, and other disasters that afflicted Baghdād, that the city was something like a deathtrap, a “devoured’ of people, and the tribal domain a replenisher a population reservoir for the city, although there were possibly also other sources for the population inflow. In fact, it would appear that in the centuries preceding ours, when the flame of the riverine cities burnt low and tribal power was rampant, there was a process of tribalization of towns. At any rate, the tribal immigrants were in a way something of a link between the two disparate societies. Once in the city, however, they naturally gave in little by little to urbanizing influences.


TABLE 2-1


The Calamities of Which We Have a Record and Which Overtook Baghdād in the 17th, 18th, and 19th Centuries






	

1621




	

Famine









	

1623




	

“Hundreds or thousands” of Sunnīs massacred and “thousands” of others sold into slavery by Persians









	

1633




	

Flood









	

1635




	

Plague









	

1638




	

General slaughter by Turks: about 30,000 victims, mostly Persians









	

1656




	

Flood









	

1689




	

Famine and plague









	

1733




	

Persian siege: “more than 100,000” died of starvation. Pestilence









	

1777-8




	

Civil war in Baghdād









	

1786




	

Flood; failure of harvest; famine; civil strife









	

1802-3




	

Plague; “most of the people of Iraq (?!)” annihilated









	

1822




	

Plague; flood









	

1831




	

Plague, flood, siege, famine. The population of Baghdād dwindled from about 80,000 to about 27,000 souls









	

1877-8




	

Plague; famine









	

1892




	

Flood









	

1895




	

Flood










Sources: Ibn Sanad al-Baṣrī al-Wā’ilī (1766-1834), Maṭāli‘-us-Su‘ūd Biṭayyibī Akhbāral-Wālī Dāūd (“Fortune’s Preludes to the Happy Annals of the Governor Dāūd”) as abridged in 1873 by Amīn b. Ḥasan al-Ḥalwānī al-Madanī (Cairo, 1951), pp. 39 and 87; Anthony N. Groves, Journal of a Residence at Baghdād during the Years 1830 and 1831 (London, 1832), pp. 114, 135, and 236; S. H. Longrigg, Four Centuries of Modern Iraq (Oxford, 1925), pp. 53, 57, 68, 73-74, 93, 143, 184-185, 203, 212, and 265; and Aḥmad Sūsah, Aṭlas Baghdād (“Atlas of Baghdād”) (Baghdad, 1952), pp. 31-32.


The social division did not exist only between the cities and the tribal domain. The tribal domain itself was in fragments. The old tribal confederations had broken up. Baghdād Wilāyah5 alone had 110 tribes,6 and although these tribes observed similar rules and had similar institutions, their relationships were in no little degree dominated by raids or forays. The tribes were also divided into filiḥ, peasants; ma‘dān, Marshdwellers; shāwiyah, People of the Sheep; and ahl-il-ibl, People of the Camel. The latter formed, in effect, the tribal aristocracy. They haughtily disdained all the other tribes and would not fraternize or intermarry with them.7 Similarly, the spirited Euphrates tribesmen, who lived in intimate contiguity with the great ancestral deserts, scorned the more submissive and more quiescent tribesmen of the lower Tigris. “Iraqi tribesmen are of two groups,” was later to affirm a well-known Euphrates shaikh,


to the first group belong those who have to this day retained all the lofty qualities that distinguished their forefathers . . . such as the love of liberty, the readiness to sacrifice for it, the loathing of injustice, self-respect and self-denial, and a bold and zealous spirit . . . . They are the tribesmen that live on the Euphrates and north of Baghdād. The second group are Arabs by race but, in view of their contact with the successive Arab and non-Arab governments of past centuries, their frequenting of cities, and their mingling with the riff-raff, have lost some of their Arab qualities and forgotten or feigned forgetfulness of their ancient dignity and noble customs . . . . They are the tribesmen that settled in some of the districts of the Tigris to the south of Baghdād.8


 


When we turn to the cities we find that the physical bonds between them were loose and tenuous. Apart from a faltering telegraphic service and iron steamers on irregular Tigris sailings, communications were primitive and uncertain. The journey from Baghdād to Baṣrah took a week, and traveling was in itself an adventure. Partly as a consequence of this, the cities differed in their economic orientation. The ties of Mosul were with Syria and Turkey, and those of Baghdād and the Shī‘ī holy cities with Persia and the western and southwestern deserts. Baṣrah looked mainly to the sea and to India. The different schemes of weights and measures in the different towns of Iraq,9 the wide variation in the prices of the same commodity by reason of the dissimilar marketing conditions,10 and the extensive use of different currencies11 attested to the latent economic disunity. All this tended to favor the growth of a strong spirit of localism. A Mosulite relates in his memoirs how, when in 1909 he was appointed by a governor of the new Young Turk government12 to a judgeship in Baṣrah, a large number of its dignitaries signed a petition objecting to his appointment on the grounds that he was “neither a Baṣrite nor of the ashrāf13 or mallāks14 of Baṣrah.” 15


Of course, the more conscious of the townsmen thought of themselves as part of the realm of Islam, and Islam’s ideals, though denuded of much of their old vigor, tended to rescue them to some extent from their localism and associate them with their brother Moslems within and beyond the confines of the Ottoman Empire. But Islam in Iraq was more a force of division than of integration. It split deeply Shī‘ī and Sunnī Arabs. Socially they seldom mixed, and as a rule did not intermarry. In mixed cities they lived in separate quarters and led their own separate lives. To the strict Shī‘īs, the government of the day–the government of the Ottoman sultan that led Sunnī Islam–was, in its essence, a usurpation. In their eyes, it had not the qualification to even execute the laws of Islam. They were, therefore, estranged from it, few caring to serve it or to attend its schools.


The Shī‘ī-Sunnī division assumed a more acute form when it coincided with another type of social division: the class division. The interconnection between the sectarian and class cleavages is discussed elsewhere at some length.16 Here it suffices to refer to its aggravating effect upon the feeling between the two sects and to add, by way of parenthesis, that the presence of this factor suggests that their mutual estrangement, if expressed religiously, had its roots, at least partly, in economic and social causes.


All the urban cleavages found an expression in one other phenomenon: that of the maḥallah or city quarter. In the towns of Iraq, in other words, the groups that belonged to different faiths, sects, or classes or that were of different ethnic or tribal origin tended to live in separate maḥallahs. For example, on Baghdād’s main bank–the eastern bank–the Shī‘īs lived in ad-Dahhānah, Ṣabābīgh-il-Āl, al-Qushal,17 Sūq-il-‘Aṭṭarīn, and other quarters; the Jews mostly in at-Tawrāt, Taḥt-it-Takyah, Abū Saifain, and Sūq Hannūrī; the Christians in ‘Aqd-in-Naṣārah and Ra’s-il-Qaryah.18 Much of the rest of the eastern side of the city was Sunnī, but subdivided on other lines. Thus al-Maydān was inhabited by the Turkish military, al-Haydarkhānah by “aristocratic” families and upper officials, Dukkān Shnāwah by lower officials, inner Bāb-ish-Shaikh by artisans,19 and Bāb-ish-Shaikh’s outer fringes by Baghdādī army officers of humble origins, and other elements. The large stratum of kasabah20 also lived in Bāb-ish-Shaikh and Dukkān Shnāwah, as well as elsewhere.21 The same phenomenon characterized Baghdād’s suburbs: al-Kādhimiyyah, which contains the tombs of the seventh and ninth of the Shī‘ī Imāms,22 was exclusively Shī‘ī and had a large concentration of Persians, while al-A‘ḍhamiyyah, which owes its origin to the tomb of Abū Ḥanīfah, a leading Sunnī legist and theologian of the eighth century, and which symbolically lies on the opposite shore of the Tigris, was exclusively Sunnī and inhabited for the most part by descendants of the Arab tribe of ‘Ubaid.23


The members of each of the different crafts into which the artisans were divided, who were organized somewhat loosely in guilds or aṣnāf, tended also to reside together in single streets, and in some towns would appear to have been originally an extension of one and the same or of a few family groupings.24


As a rule, the inhabitants of the maḥallah existed in a world of their own. Except for a very small number of educated people, they were pretty much absorbed in the narrowness of their life, and seldom if ever took thought of the community at large or of its interests, or had even any real understanding of the concept of such a community. Moreover, those forming part of a millah,25 as the Christians and the Jews, enjoyed autonomy in their personal and denominational affairs.


There is no lack of evidence in our sources of the strength of the maḥallah mentality at that time. When, for example, in April 1915 the people of Najaf rose against the Turks and expelled them from the city, each of Najaf’s four quarters became independent, and continued to enjoy that status till the coming of the English in August 1917.26 The constitution of one of the quarters, that of Burāq, has been preserved. In view of its significance and its reflection of the level of contemporary political thinking of some of the Iraqi townsmen, it is worthwhile reproducing a number of its paragraphs (the reader will also note how the social organization of the quarter in this city was still largely based on the tribe, which bears out the point previously made concerning the process of tribalization of towns; but at the same time it must be remembered that Najaf had closer relations with the tribal domain than with the main cities):


The 1915 Constitution of the Burāq Quarter of Najaf


In the name of God the Merciful, the Compassionate, and whose help we seek.


We write this document in order to secure unity and cohesion amongst ourselves, we the inhabitants of Burāq quarter, and our names are at the end of this document.


We have assembled ourselves and become united and of one blood, and follow one another should anything happen to our quarter from other quarters. We will rise together against an outsider who is not from us, whether the result be to our advantage or to our disadvantage, and the conditions of our union are as follows: –


(1) If an outsider is killed, the murderer has to pay 5 līras [about £5 sterling] and the remainder of the blood money is to be paid by the whole tribe.


(2) If anybody from our union is killed, half of the faṣl27 is for the murdered man’s family and half for the union.


(3) If anyone kills anybody from his own tribe and the tribe has no responsible head, the murderer must leave the place for seven years and anybody who aids him is also to be dismissed for the same period. The faṣl is 30 liras in gold. . . . One-third is to be given to the union and two-thirds to the relatives . . . .


. . .


(7) Should harm befall one of us who steals, robs, loots, or fornicates, we are not only not responsible but also not his friends.


(8) If any one of us is arrested for our doings by the government, or imprisoned, all his expenses will be paid by us.


The above is for all of us. We are united with Kāḍhim,28 whether he is in the town or not, and on this condition we all put our signatures . . . and God is our witness.29


The tendency to split into independent maḥallas was by no means a peculiarity of Najaf. During World War I, the eastern quarter of the small Euphrates town of Samāwah sided with the British, while the western quarter preserved an overt neutrality.30 The two quarters under their own autonomous shaikhs had been waging continual war against each other for the preceding twenty years.31 At Mosul “feeling between the different wards,” observed a British vice consul in 1909, “is often strong and bitter and not infrequently gives rise to quarrels. . . . Barricades are erected and the arms used are clubs, maces, revolvers, knives, and stones. Only one such engagement took place last year, one man being killed and several wounded.”32 Even in Baghdād the loyalty to the maḥallah was apt to assert itself in vigorous terms. From an account we have of a demonstration that took place in October 1911, and that was seemingly organized by the Turkish authorities to protest Italy’s invasion of Tripoli, it appears that the people were grouped by maḥallas, and that a vehement scuffle occurred between the delegation of the quarter of Bāb-ish-Shaikh and that of Ḥaydarkhānah over the questions of precedence and who should march at the head of the demonstration.33


Thus far we have regarded the various loyalties in the Iraq of pre-World War I as if they were simply negative and divisive. In fact, from the standpoint of the individual involved in them, and insofar as they had not petrified or been drained of their substance, they fulfilled a positive need. The tribes, the maḥallas, and the aṣnāf were partly an expression of the innate impulse for protection through unity–a protection that the Ottoman government, by reason of its weakness, could not regularly provide. “To depend on the tribe,” wrote in 1910 one of Baghdād’s deputies to the Ottoman parliament, “is a thousand times safer than depending on the government, for whereas the latter defers or neglects repression, the tribe, no matter how feeble it may be, as soon as it learns that an injustice has been committed against one of its members readies itself to exact vengeance on his behalf.”34 That the maḥallah served a similar function is reflected in the already cited Constitution of the Burāq quarter of Najaf. The aṣnāf were also in a sense organizations for mutual support. One of their duties, as expressed in regulations dating from 1910, was to render assistance to those of their members who were “ill or in want.”35 The links within the tribes were particularly intimate, and helped to cultivate strong and exclusive sentiments. The individual belonging to them knew he was not alone and, having an anchor on which to lean in misfortune, seldom experienced the gloom of helplessness.


We may now once again profitably change our point of view. The various loyalties, of which we have spoken, have been hitherto treated by us largely as if they were in a static condition. As a matter of fact, they were already involved to a greater or lesser degree in a process of erosion, especially at Baghdād and its environs, at Baṣrah, and in the tribal regions of Shaṭṭ-il-‘Arab and the lower Tigris. This was the cumulative effect of the introduction of river steam navigation (1859), the appearance of the electric telegraph (1861), the attendant deepening of English economic penetration and tying of Iraq to the world of capitalism, the opening of state schools (since 1869), the development of the press (especially after 1908), and the repeated attempts by the Turkish governing authority between 1831 and 1914 to gather all the means of power into its hands, break the cohesion of the tribes, and Ottomanize the town population.


The ensuing penetration of money and of the idea of profit among some of the tribes, the passing of these tribes from a subsistence to a market-oriented economy, the transformation of their shaikhs from patriarchs into gain-seeking landlords, the Turkish policy of playing off tribal chief against tribal chief, the vying of the bigger of these chiefs against each other for peasants, and the consequent intermixture of tribesmen so changed the conditions of life in the affected regions as to attenuate the old tribal loyalties or render them by and large ineffectual.36


In the cities and towns the inflow of English goods affected adversely what had survived of the old crafts, in particular the weaving of cloths,37 and thereby weakened the attachment to the aṣnāf. In Baghdād itself, however, much of the industrial decline must more appropriately be connected to the ravages of the plague and flood of 1831.


One further byproduct of the new processes was the coming into being of a new but as yet diminutive social force: the new intelligentsia, which in effect meant the birth of a new loyalty-nationalism.


Nationalism did not displace the old loyalties. Although it grew at their expense, it existed side by side with them, corroding them, yes, but at the same time absorbing some of their psychological elements and expressing itself within the emotional and conceptual patterns of the Islamic religion.


Many facts and influences assisted, directly or indirectly, the diffusion of the new national feeling: among others, the rise in the number of young Iraqis attending Turkish schools of higher learning, mainly the Military Academy at Isṭanbūl; the increasing exposure to European modes of thought; the growth of pan-Turkism, the heightened tempo of Ottomanization, and the relative insensitiveness of the Turks to local needs; the spread of books and newspapers; the more frequent inter-Arab contacts and the emergence of pan-Arab clubs and societies; the greater interest in Arab history and in the achievements of the past and the sensing of the poverty and dreariness of present conditions; and, of course, the pull of the common language and common ethnic origin of the majority of Iraqis. But what more than anything else helped the progress of the new sentiment was the English invasion of 1914-1918, or rather the resistance that it stirred and that reached its climactic point in the armed uprising of 1920. For the first time in many centuries, Shī‘īs joined politically with Sunnīs, and townsmen from Baghdād and tribesmen from the Euphrates made common cause. Unprecedented joint Shī‘ī-Sunnī celebrations, ostensibly religious but in reality political, were held in all the Shī‘ī and Sunnī mosques in turn: special mawlids, Sunnī ceremonial observances in honor of the Prophet’s birthday, were on occasions followed by ta’ziyahs, Shī‘ī lamentations for the martyred Husain,38 the proceedings culminating in patriotic oratory and poetic thundering against the English.39 The armed outbreak that this agitation precipitated could not be said to have been truly nationalist either in its temper or its hopes. It was essentially a tribal affair, and animated by a multitude of local passions and interests, but it became part of nationalist mythology and thus an important factor in the spread of national consciousness. Indeed, it would not be going too far to say that with the events of 1919-1920, and more particularly with the bond, however tender, that was created between Sunnīs and Shī‘īs, a new process set in: the painful, now gradual, now spasmodic growth of an Iraqi national community.


Under the monarchy, which was established in 1921, it became by degrees clear that the advance of this process was not only contingent upon the integration of the Shī‘īs into the body politic or the firm fastening of Shī‘īs and Sunnīs to one another, the voluntary unifying of their wills–even their intermarrying–but also upon the successful resolution of another historic conflict which lay at the very basis of many of the divisions bedeviling Iraqi society: the twofold conflict between the tribes and the riverine cities, and among the tribes themselves over the food-producing flatlands of the Tigris and Euphrates.


Much of the premonarchic history of the country could be understood in terms of this conflict. In a sense, the life principles of the cities and tribes in Iraq’s river valleys were mutually contradictory. To be more concrete, the existence of powerful tribes was, as a rule, a concomitance of weak cities. Inversely, the growth of the cities involved the decline of the tribes. Thus in the period between the thirteenth and eighteenth centuries, which witnessed the eclipse of the ‘Abbāsid Caliphate; the depredations of the Il-Khānid Mongols; the well-nigh utter ruin of the ancient dikes; the invasions of the Jaylars, Black Sheep, and White Sheep Turkoimans, Timūrid Mongols, Ṣafawids, and Ottomans; and the protracted but intermittent Turkish-Persian wars, one paramount fact recurrently asserted itself: the enfeeblement of the towns. The inevitable accompaniment of this was the advance of tribal power. But the new life and new ideas infused into Iraq in the second half of the nineteenth century–by dint of the new communications and the new links with the capitalist world, and through other factors already referred to–reversed the historical trend, leading to the recovery of the towns and the beginning of the decomposition of the tribal order.


In this conflict the reforming Ottoman sultans of the nineteenth century and the Young Turks, whom the 1908 Revolution raised to political ascendancy, could be said to have championed, in ways peculiar to them, the cause of the towns. The English, on the other hand, anxious as they were to avoid the costly maintenance of a large force of occupation, saw in the balancing of tribesmen against townsmen the surest guarantee of the continuance of their own power. They attempted not only to arrest the incipient process of detribalization, or vindicate the authority of the tribal chiefs, or keep at a minimum the interaction between townsmen and tribesmen, but also to solidify the existing cleavage by the consolidation and official recognition of tribal customs. The Tribal Disputes Regulations, issued by the English on July 27, 1918, as a proclamation having the force of law and, on English insistence, made law of the land in the monarchic period under Articles 113 and 114 of the Iraqi Constitution of 1925, excluded the countryside from the purview of the national law. Down to the July 1958 Revolution, Iraq would thus remain legally subject to two norms–one for the cities and one for the tribal countryside.


At the same time, the contributions of the English in the form of ideas or skills in the fields of administration, irrigation, agriculture, and other areas of life, though incidental to their pursuit of basic imperial interests, no doubt helped the progress of the Iraqis toward a viable state. In the twenties the presence of the English may have also been decisive in keeping Iraq in one piece. If the R.A.F. and the British alliance were to be withdrawn, wrote in that decade the British High Commissioner Henry Dobbs, “the Government of Iraq would, I believe, in a few months, either vanish altogether or remain clinging desperately to a strip of territory along the Tigris between Sāmarrā’ and Kūt, the whole of the rest of the country falling away.”40 As the monarchy was as yet a delicate reed, its army deficient in strength, and the tribal domain “crammed with arms,” it is difficult not to agree with Dobbs. On the other hand, the English did their best–the Iraqi nationalists complained–to overlook the needs of the royal army and to delay as long as possible the introduction of conscription which, in contrast to the principle of voluntary service then in force, would have, it was presumed, strengthened the monarchy militarily, and simultaneously reduced its financial burden.


Though a creation of the English, the Hashemite monarchy was, in the first two decades of its life, animated by a spirit inherently antithetical to theirs. Owing to the initial intimate interweaving of its dynastic interests with the fortunes of the pan-Arab movement, its basic instinct in the period 1921-1939 was to further–to the extent that its status of dependence permitted–the work of nation building in Iraq. With this in mind, but also in order to meet its administrative needs, it added greatly to the existing educational facilities,41 thereby ultimately adding to the ranks of the new middle-class intelligentsia, the natural carrier of national sentiment. Consistently enough, the monarchy took pains in those years to nurture in the schools the passion of patriotism and a lively sympathy for the pan-Arab ideal. However, in the time of Faiṣal I (1921-1933), the chief accent of royal policy was on the urgent and yet exceedingly difficult task of cultivating among Iraq’s diverse elements enduring ties of common feeling and common purpose. “In Iraq,” Faiṣal maintained in a confidential memorandum,


there is still–and I say this with a heart full of sorrow–no Iraqi people but unimaginable masses of human beings, devoid of any patriotic idea, imbued with religious traditions and absurdities, connected by no common tie, giving ear to evil, prone to anarchy, and perpetually ready to rise against any government whatever. Out of these masses we want to fashion a people which we would train, educate, and refine. . . . The circumstances, being what they are, the immenseness of the efforts needed for this [can be imagined].42


Realizing how much depended on the conciliation of the Shī‘īs, and clearly troubled by the half-truth that “the taxes are on the Shī‘ī death is on the Shī‘ī, and the posts are for the Sunnī”–which he heard “thousands of times”-Faiṣal went out of his way to associate the Shī‘īs with the new state and to ease their admission into the government service; among other things, he put promising young members of this sect through an accelerated program of training, and afforded them the chance to rise rapidly to positions of responsibility.43 He also saw to it that the Kurds received an appropriate quota of public appointments. At the same time he felt that there could be no solid progress toward genuine statehood without the strengthening of the army. As the government was “far and away weaker than the people”–there were in 1933 in the country at large “more than 100,000 rifles whereas the government possesses only 15,000”44–Faiṣal had doubts whether he could cope with two simultaneous armed outbreaks in widely separated regions.45 It would be “foolish,” he thought, to carry out important reforms or development projects without the assurance of an adequate protective force. For all these reasons he regarded the army as “the spinal column for nation-forming.”46 Accordingly, in 1933, the year in which Iraq gained undivided control over its internal affairs, Faiṣal raised the strength of the military establishment to 11,500 men47 from the total of 7,500 at which it had remained fixed since 1925.48


In his efforts to refashion Iraq on national foundations, Faiṣal I proceeded with care and, keeping his eyes fastened not on what was purely desirable but on what could in practice be achieved, he avoided any step suggestive of adventurism. Of course, in this as in other relevant lines of policy, he was not actuated by sheer devotion to the interests of his people, for he was laying the base for the power of his own family, even as he was laying the base for a compact state.


Although under the young and inexperienced Ghāzī (1933-1939) the country fell a prey to tribal rebellions and military coups, and the personal influence of the monarch palpably declined, there was nevertheless no essential deviation from the prior trend of royal policy. Except during a brief period in 1936-1937, the pan-Arab character of the state became more pronounced. The army rose in strength to 800 officers and 19,500 men by 1936,49 and to 1,426 officers and 26,345 men by 1939.50 There had been few Iraqi officer pilots in 1933, but in 1936 they numbered 37 and were expected to add up to 127 at the end of the following year.51 More than that, the standard-gauge line from Baghdād to Baijī, which was meant to form part of the strategic Berlin-Baghdād railway, but was left unfinished at the end of World War I, was now extended to Tall Kochek on the Syrian frontier,52 which made possible a continuous haul from Mosul to the Gulf, and signified not only the advance of central state control but also progress toward the transformation of Iraq into a rationally organized economic unit. Over and above this, the elements that had stood nearest to Faiṣal I–the principal ex-Sharīfian officers53–and that had been fighting tooth and nail for an army based on conscription, gained their end in 1934, and thus facilitated the eventual turning of the military forces into an effective means for the intermingling of tribesmen with townsmen and the breaking down of the hard and fast line between the tribes–a necessary precondition for their integration in national life.


In brief, through the whole period of 1921-1939 the monarch, centered at Baghdād, had in effect a social meaning diametrically opposed to that of the tribal shaikhs, the then still virtual rulers of much of the countryside. The shaikh represented the principle of the fragmented or multiple community (many tribes), the monarch the ideal of an integral community (one Iraqi people, one Arab nation). Or to express the relationship differently, the shaikh was the defender of the divisive tribal ‘urf (tradition), the monarch the exponent of the unifying national law. In view of the presence of large non-Arab minorities in the country, there was, to be sure, some inherent contradiction between the ideal of one Iraqi people and that of one Arab nation, but the element of contradiction was mitigated by the fact that the aim of pan-Arab unity–as distinct from inter-Arab cooperation–was at no time actively pursued.


The social meaning of the monarchy changed in the time of Prince ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh, who ruled as regent during the minority of his nephew, Faiṣal II, that is, from 1939 to 1953, and after the coming of age and crowning of the young king, clung tenaciously to the reins of government until his destruction at the hands of the revolutionaries of 1958.


The change had its genesis in the period 1936-1941. In those years the principal ex-Sharīfian officers–Nūrī as-Sa‘īd, the archpolitician-to-be of the monarchy, among others–saw wielded against them the weapon–the army–that they had helped to forge, and which had constituted the very anchor of royal policy. In a sense, the series of military coups in which they got enmeshed was a rebounding upon them of their own attempts to use the army for factious ends.54 In another sense, the coups represented a successful, even if shortlived, break by the armed segment of the middle class55 into the narrow circle of the ruling order: power had been before 1936 pretty much the preserve of the English, the king, the principal ex-Sharīfian officers,56 and the upper stratum of the propertied classes. From this it should not be inferred that the coups were, narrowly speaking, class actions, or that in the instance of each and every officer who was involved in the coups there was a direct or conscious connection between his social origin and his political behavior. Of course, the coups were carried out on the initiative of a small number of individuals, and could partly be explained by the personal motives of the leading officers, or the intrigues of ambitious politicians, or the lure or example of the neighboring militarist regimes–those of Iran and Turkey–but the coups succeeded, if briefly, because they appealed to sentiments or manifested tendencies–reformism, or pan-Arabism, or neutralism, or intense opposition to English influence, or sheer discontent at the exclusion of all but a few from any effective role in the political life of the country–sentiments and tendencies that were shared by substantial portions of the officer corps and of the middle class from which the corps largely stemmed.


The coups were also very instructive. For one thing, their recurrence laid bare that the officer corps was afflicted with divisions. Quite apart from the self-seeking coteries that a politicized army tends to engender, three fundamental elements became distinguishable, one Kurdish, one pan-Arab, and one strictly Iraqi: the 1936 coup was led by Kurds and Iraqists; in the countercoups of 1937 and 1938 and in the movement of 1941 the critical role was played by pan-Arabs. The superior weight of the pan-Arab trend was the consequence, partly, of the monarchy’s own initial pan-Arab predilection and, partly, of the fact that a very large number of the younger officers hailed from the northern Arab provinces, which leaned strongly toward pan-Arabism, inasmuch as they had been economically linked with Syria and Palestine before World War I and now still suffered from the partition of the Arab areas of the Ottoman Empire and the obstacles of the new frontiers.


Moreover, it became apparent from the coups how tenuous were the threads that held the life of the monarchy and how easily they could be snapped. Amongst the papers said to have been left behind by General Bakr Ṣidqī, the chief figure in the 1936 overturn, was a project for the forming of a dictatorship and the putting away of the king.57 The leaders of the 1941 movement, for their part, did not hesitate to depose ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh when, rather than accept the independent course that they were steering, he identified himself with the English in World War II and, seeing the peril of his situation, made his escape to their base at Ḥabbāniyyah, and eventually to his uncle’s feud in Transjordan.


But, from the perspective of broad political trends, the most significant thing about the whole interlude of military coups was its climactic and closing sequence of events: the Thirty-Day War of 1941, the use by the English of Transjordan’s Arab Legion against the Iraqis, and their reimposition of ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh as regent by force of arms.


Time never effaced from the hearts of Iraqis the remembrance that in their hour of danger the Hashemite house stood on the side of their enemies. The War of 1941 was a great spur to their national feeling. They had not been of one mind about the intervention of the army in state affairs or the political tendencies of the leading officers, but when the war came, they quickly forgot their differences, save for a minority. In Baghdād and the other towns the sentiments of Shī‘ī and Sunnī and Arab and Kurd merged for the moment and while the fighting lasted. Among men in humble life, in particular, such an accord of spirits reigned as had not been witnessed since the uprising of 1920. In this atmosphere ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh’s every act appeared as a betrayal. At any rate, from this point onward nationalists and Hashemites moved on different planes of thought and feeling. The monarchy lost its nationalist physiognomy, and the nationalists became at heart antimonarchic.


In the years that followed, the entire orientation of royal policy changed. In the first place, the army, which had been the primary concern of the monarchy, and which by 1941 had risen to 1,745 officers and 44,217 men,58 was in large measure broken up. In the year 1941/42 alone, 324 officers were pensioned off,59 and by 1948, 1,095 other officers had been discharged from service before reaching retirement age.60 The army as a whole was left in a lamentable state. In the words of British Colonel Gerald de Gaury:


Its boots were [at the end of the Second World War] mostly unfit for wear in marching, its supply of clothes short, its leave long overdue, its pay meagre, and its rations had been reduced to a figure a thousand calories below the minimum considered necessary by European medical men for Eastern troops. Money for repair of barracks and camps had been stopped. The Police were forbidden to assist in tracing or arresting deserters and by the summer of 1943, out of an established strength of thirty thousand men, twenty thousand were deserters.61


Though restlessness in Kurdistan necessitated a partial retreat in 1944 from this injurious and vindictive course of conduct, the army was still in bad shape when four years later it had to fight a war in Palestine.62 Ill-prepared, poorly led, inappropriately armed, suffering from an insufficiency of skilled personnel, and kept in short supply by the English as a matter of policy, it was unable to fulfill its task. Defeat gave a stimulus to changes in the direction of greater efficiency. But the monarchy’s distrust of the military did not subside. Only once–in 1952–and after much hesitation did it venture to use the army as a repressive force inside Baghdād. Otherwise, it kept the striking units unammunitioned and far from the capital. However, after the capture of power by the army in Syria in 1949 and in Egypt in 1952, the government took pains to bind the military element to the throne by ties of material interest. Conditions of service for officers were ameliorated,63 and various benefits–clothing and housing allowances, liberal pensions, and grants of land, among other things–were conferred upon them. But the rift dividing them from the Hashemites had grown too wide. Few, indeed, would be on the side of the royal family at the hour of its fall.


The failure to win back the loyalty of the officer corps was related to another aspect of the post-1941 monarchial policy. Alienated from the nationalists, the Crown had been tying its fortunes more and more intimately to those of the English and the tribal shaikhs, and thus had developed a living interest in the continuance not only of the English connection but also of the tribal order. Into this alliance the Crown had been driven further by a series of fierce urban mass uprisings–the Wathbah of 194864 and the Intifāḍas of 195265 and 195666–and by the related drift toward the Left, in the towns, of large portions of the middle and laboring classes. The daily lives of these people had been deeply affected by the trend of rising prices and scarcity of supplies induced by World War II, by the inflationary currents let loose by the oil boom of the fifties, and by the large-scale movement of peasants into the capital caused by the attractions of city life, the weak connection with the land of the once nomadic agricultural tribesmen, the oppressiveness of the shaikhly system, and the drying up of river branches in the lower Tigris due to the rapid pump development in the provinces of Kūt and Baghdād.67


The alliance with the English found ultimate expression in the Baghdād Pact of 1955, a commitment which, being out of accord with the general sentiment of the country and of other Arab lands, and prefaced by relentless proceedings against every movement of opposition or liberty of speech,68 added in no little degree to the antipopular and antinational character of the monarchy.


The tie-up with the shaikhs, symbolized by the marriage in 1953 of Prince ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh to Hiyām, daughter of Muḥammad al-Ḥabīb al-Amīr, chief of the tribe of Rabī‘ah, was reflected in the solicitude shown in the last seventeen years of the monarchy for the interests of the shaikhs, and in particular in the intensification of the practice of applying the land settlement laws in their favor. Vast expanses of customary tribal land and of the best state land were by this means allowed to pass into their exclusive possession. By thus increasing their essentially nonproductive grasp over agriculture, and at the same time keeping their villages barren of governmental controls, the monarchy enabled them to weigh more and more heavily on a peasantry now reduced in many regions to a status akin to serfdom. The shaikhs became an economic incubus and began to symbolize the extreme economic inequality that was by this time hindering, even more than tribalism–itself undermined by this very inequality–the integration of the community and the inclusion of the peasants within the purview of national life.


In other words, by its alliance with the shaikhs, the monarchy ceased, in effect, to play a unifying social role. Moreover, by its commitment to a rural social structure, which condemned the majority of the inhabitants of the country to depressed conditions and which, therefore, constituted a serious impediment to the progress of the Iraqi economy as a whole, the monarchy itself became, in a crucial sense, a retarding social factor.


On the other hand, by choice, or on account of pressures from below; or in the process of meeting security needs, or attending to urgent problems, or fulfilling the expectations of favored interests, or vying with the ascendant Nāṣirite wave in neighboring countries; or through involvement in the consequences of the economy’s slow progress from subsistence to market conditions, or in other chains of events previously set in motion or externally activated, the monarchy added to the material factors making for a consolidated and more powerful state.


For one thing, the mileage of gravel or hard surfaced roads increased from probably about 500 in 194469 to about 1600 in 1955.70 These roads were mostly to be found in the middle and northern parts of the country. They struck outwards from Baghdād and such centers as Mosul and Kirkūk. The south continued to be connected, by and large, by earthen roads that were exposed to churning and rutting after flood or rain. The areas of agricultural production also remained on the whole unlinked by feeder roads to the main road system.


For another thing, the administrative machine and security apparatus of the state grew larger. Government officials, excluding the employees of the port and the railways, numbered only 3,143 in 1920, but 9,740 in 1938, and 20,031 in 1958.71 The officers and technical staff of the railways added up to 1,639 in 1927, 1,738 in 1937, and 3,872 in 1957.72 Similarly, policemen increased from 2,470 in 1920 to 12,266 in 1941, and 23,383 in 1958.73 The last figure included the 8,368 officers and men of the Mobile Force, which now served as the chief repressive instrument of the monarchy.


Again, to safeguard Baghdād and the south of Iraq against devastating floods and to provide a more regular supply of water for irrigation, dams and barrages were erected in the fifties on the Diyālah, the Lesser Zāb, the upper Euphrates near Ramādī, and the upper Tigris near Sāmarrā’. Obviously, the benefit from the control of the environment was general, but these undertakings also afforded expectation of greater incomes for the already advantaged shaikhs and the other strata of the landed class. At the same time, the strengthening of the state’s command of the rivers and the expansion of its potentially cultivable land increased, to a significant degree, its ability to enforce its will.


The building of dams and reservoirs had been made possible by an unprecedented flow of money into the country’s treasury. Moved initially by the desire to punish Iran for its nationalization law of 1951, and afterwards by the hope of buttressing Iraq’s monarchic regime, the oil companies had sharply stepped up production. The receipts of the state from oil rose from £1.5 million in 1941 to £5.2 million in 1950, £58.3 million in 1953, and £79.8 million in 1958.74 This outpouring of capital, which had also been spurred by better terms of oil payments, greatly added to the financial power of the state. In consequence, and by reason of the special character of the oil companies–their foreign ownership, their extraneousness to the local economy, and their employment of only a tiny segment of the working population–the state became in large measure economically autonomous from society–which, as could be imagined, heightened its potential for despotism. Simultaneously, the overflow of royalties made the state, from the economic standpoint, dangerously dependent upon the oil companies: in 1954 its receipts from oil formed 65.7 percent and in 1958 61.7 percent of its total revenue.75


The growth of the material power of the state did not in the end help the monarchy. Its moral divorce from the mass of the politically conscious strata of the people was fatal. It could no longer be sure of the loyalty of the very elements–the officials, the army, and even the police–through whom it exercised its will upon the country.


Ironically, the monarchy continued to add to the ranks of the stratum that had become most hostile to its existence, that is, to the ranks of the educated and semieducated class. It had really little choice. The process of expansion of the school system, begun in the twenties, could not be reversed. No little prestige had come to be attached in the society to the earning, particularly, of a university degree. Once some Iraqis had received higher training, others, in ever larger numbers, pressed for similar opportunities. The government could not now plead lack of funds. The needs of a moving society had also to be met. Anyhow, the number of state college students increased from 99 in 1921/22 to 1,218 in 1940/41 and 8,568 in 1958/59, and the number of state secondary school students from 229 to 13,969 and 73,911 in the same years.76 Elementary education made similar progress. On the other hand, qualitatively the advance on all levels was not as impressive. Moreover, in 1958 more than six-sevenths of the population was still illiterate. One other factor has to be emphasized: the monarchy, by differentiating more and more Iraqis from the unlettered mass, was giving them a middle-class status without, however, assuring them of a middle-class income. Here lay one of the sources of the agitation that was a recurrent feature of the cities and towns in the last decade of the monarchy.


Evidently, the continued enlargement of the educated class involved the continued erosion of traditional loyalties, but now not necessarily the continued growth of nationalist sentiments. This is because of the rise, as has already been intimated, of new ideological currents, and in particular of communism.


No less erosive of old loyalties and productive of new ties was another process that was at work in the period of the monarchy: the rapid advance of urban life. According to official census records (see Table 2-2), the population of Greater Baghdād, roughly estimated at about 200,000 in 1922, rose to 515,459 in 1947, and 793,183 in 1957. Baṣrah underwent, it would appear, similar demographic changes, but the rate of increase for Mosul was clearly lower. The counts made by the government may or may not have been thorough or competently carried out, but the rapid growth of the population in the capital and at Iraq’s seaport is undoubted and, as noted elsewhere, largely explicable by unprecedented migrations of peasant-tribesmen from the countryside. These great internal movements produced, to be sure, tensions, conflicts, and unbalances, but simultaneously brought more and more Iraqis into closer association with each other.


TABLE 2-2


Population of Baghdād, Mosul, and Baṣrah (1908-1977)


[image: image]


aWithin limits of the jurisdiction of the mayor of the capital.


Sources:


bEstimate by Ḥabīb K. Chīna, La Province de Bagdād (1908), p. 165.


cOfficial estimate, Al-‘Iraq Year Book (1922), p. 44.


dEstimate, Dalīl-ul-Mamlakat-il-‘Irāqiyyah Lisanat 1935-1936 (“Directory of the Iraqi Kingdom for the Year 1935-1936”), p. 97.


eOfficial 1947 Census. Figures supplied to this writer by Dr. Fūād Massī of the Directorate General of Census.


fOfficial 1957 Census, Iraq, Ministry of Interior, Directorate General of Census, Al-Majmū‘at’ul-‘Iḥṣaiyyah Litasjīl ‘Ām 1957 (“Statistical Compilation Relating to the Census of 1957”) Provinces of Baghdād and Ramādī (in Arabic), p. 168; Provinces of ‘Amārah and Baṣrah, p. 112; and Provinces of Mosul and Arbīl, p. 167.


gOfficial 1965 General Census, Iraq, Ministry of Planning, Annual Abstract of Statistics, 1969, pp. 44, 52, and 59.


hRough estimate.


 


Innumerable tangible and intangible ties were also woven among them by the development of communications, including automatic telephone exchanges at Baghdād and Baṣrah, a powerful wireless transmitting station at Abū Ghrayb, and a modern television station in the capital, not to mention the “voices” broadcasting from abroad.


From all the foregoing, it should be clear that in the period 1921-1958 the monarchy, by choice or from necessity, directly or indirectly, through processes it initiated or through processes in which it became entangled, partly hindered the cohesion of Iraqis, but at the same time did much to prepare them for nationality.


However, it should be borne in mind that what is becoming the Iraqi community has also grown in crises, in moments of great danger and common suffering, in the tremors of agitated masses and their outbursts of anger: if this community in embryo will in the future hold together and maintain its separate identity, the Uprising of 1920, the War of 1941, the Wathbah of 1948, the Intifāḍah of 1952, and the Revolution of 1958, though not free of divisive aspects, will be seen as stages in the progress of Iraq towards national coherence.


Of course, the national or patriotic idea was in 1958 still very weak. Even now it is as yet beyond the comprehension of the masses of the peasants. Moreover, in the towns the influence of the old norms, if considerably reduced, nonetheless persists. Interestingly enough, some of the peasant tribes, which had broken with their shaikhs and migrated to Baghdād to start a new life, ignored urban laws and entered into written compacts binding themselves to regulate their conduct and settle their disputes in accordance with their ancient tribal customs. Obviously, the psychology and ways of the old order–the work of long centuries–are still embedded in the life of broad strata of the people, and will not easily wither away. But most crucial is the fact that the new national loyalty, while more in keeping with new conditions, is still hazy, uncertain of its direction (Iraqism? Pan-Arabism?), unacceptable to the Kurds, poorly assimilative of the Shī‘īs, and lacking the normative ethics, the warm intimacy, and the sustained emotional support once associated with the old loyalties.


.
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THE GEOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF THE PRINCIPAL RACIAL-RELIGIOUS GROUPS AND RELEVANT CAUSATIVE FACTORS


[image: image]


Iraq may be said to have been, in the time of the monarchy, roughly divided into three major religious zones (Map 1).


One of these zones, the most populous, was and remains the home of Shī‘īsm. In extent it covers all the provinces to the south of Baghdād.1 From the point of view of physiography, it is a region of irrigated flatlands and, near the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates, of marshes. In its ethnic composition it is Arab except for concentrations of Iranians in Baṣrah and the Holy Cities of Najaf and Karbalā’. Its Shī‘īsm is not unbroken. Here and there it is interspersed with islands of Sunnīsm, which are urban in character and, in their size, inconsiderable, except in Baṣrah and Nāṣiriyyah, where there are strong Sunnī minorities, and in the town of Zubair, to the southwest of Baṣrah, which is entirely Sunnī.2


A second religious zone, embracing the Arab-inhabited valleys of the Euphrates above Baghdād and of the Tigris between Baghdād and Mosul, is the domain of Sunnīsm. Here only small Shī‘ī minorities at Dujail, Balad, and Sāmarrā’ breach the Sunnī continuity. On or not far from the fringes of this and the third zone, which will be presently delineated, there is along the old Baghdād-Mosul-Isṭanbul post road a string of Turkoman settlements which in Tal A‘far,3 Daqūq, Ṭūzkhūrmātū, and Qara Tapa4 are Shī‘ī, and in Altün Köprü, Kirkūk, and Kifrī are Sunnī.


The third religious zone coincides with the Kurdish rain-fed mountain crescent in the north and northeast of Iraq. This zone is also Sunnī, but has to be differentiated from the Arab Sunnī zone because, unlike the latter, it was in the period of the monarchy strongly permeated by mysticism and by its practitioners, the Ṣūfīs. This is not to say that there were no traces of Ṣūfīsm among the Arabs. Indeed, in the nineteenth century Baghdādīs made their demonstrations or rebellions under the banner of the Ṣūfī Shaikh ‘Abd-ul-Qādir al-Gailānī.5 However, in monarchic days Arab Sūfism,6 though still showing signs of life, had–except in a few places, such as Sāmarrā’–none of the outward vigor that marked the mysticism of the Kurds.


MAP 1


Religious Map of Iraq


[image: image]


The three zones meet and intermingle in Greater Baghdād and in the province of Diyālah to the east of Baghdād. Here some of the Kurds, particularly in the district of Khāniqin and the ‘Aqd-il-Akrād quarter of Baghdād, belong to the Shī‘ī sect and are known locally as Fayliyyah Kurds.


In all three zones there are communities of non-Moslems, which altogether form today no more than 3 percent of the population of Iraq, but in 1947, prior to the exodus of the Jews, constituted, according to an official census, about 6.7 percent (see Table 3-1).


What explanation could be given for this religious configuration of Iraq, that is, for the Shī‘īsm of the Arab south, the Sunnīsm of the Arab north, and the powerful influence that Sūfism had over the Kurdish belt?


Nearly a thousand years ago, Abū Bakr al-Khawārizmī (d. A.D. 993 or 1002) envied the people of Iraq because, as he put it, “in their midst are the tomb-sanctuaries of the Commander of the Faithful7 . . . and of Husain,8 the lord of martyrs . . . and because (among other things) Shī‘īsm is Iraqi.”9 At the time the name Iraq referred not to the territory of present-day Iraq, but only to that part of it which lay south of a line connecting Anbār10 (or, according to another view, Ḥadīthah) on the Euphrates and Takrīt on the Tigris, that is, it coincided, except for Baghdād and the areas to the north of Baghdād, with what is now the abode of the Shī‘īs. The heart of the sect was then, as now, the Middle


TABLE 3-1


Religious and Ethnic Composition of the Population of Iraq in 1947, a Rough Estimatea
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aExcluding nomadic tribesmen estimated in 1947 at 170,000, and mostly Sunnīs.


bThe Christians were, for the most part, Chaldeans, Armenians, and Assyrians.


cThe religion of the Yazīdīs, who are a people of Kurdish origin, is basically synthetic and comprises Zoroastrian, Manichean, Nestorian, Moslem, and other elements. The center of their religious life is the sanctuary of their saint, Shaikh ‘Adī, near ‘Ain Sifnī to the northeast of Mosul. The religion of the Shabaks, who are also Kurdish speaking, possesses Yazīdī and Shī‘ī characteristics.


dThe religion of the Sabeans includes Zoroastrian, Manichean, and Babylonian features. Their principal religious practice is immersion in the river which, with its flowing water, is to them the life-creating force of the world.


Source: Estimate based on figures given in Iraq, Ministry of Social Affairs, Census of Iraq-1947 (Baghdād, 1954).


 


Euphrates: it was in Karbalā’ in A.D. 680 that was shed Ḥusain’s blood, the real seed of religious Shī‘īsm. Undoubtedly the rule at Baghdād from A.D. 945 to 1055 of the Buwayhīs, a Persian Shī‘ī dynasty, and at Ḥillah and as far as Baṣrah from 1012 to 1150 of Āl-Mazyad, a Shī‘ī family of the Banī Asad, helped or consolidated the advance of Shī‘ī principles. So did also the power that the Shī‘ī Arab dynasty of the Musha’sha‘ Sādah wielded from the outskirts of Baghdād to the Gulf in the middle of the fifteenth century.11 But before and after that time the country passed through a succession of conquests; the Euphrates and Tigris changed their main beds; medieval towns, like Wāsiṭ12 and and Madā’in,13 disappeared; new towns, like ‘Amārah and Nāṣiriyyah, came into life; old tribes were scattered or subdued, and new tribes from Arabia moved into the river valleys. Yet in the midst of all the vicissitude and instability one feature persisted: the overwhelmingly Shī‘ī character of this zone. How can one account for this Shī‘ī continuity, particularly in the face of long centuries od apparent Sunnī dominance, the dominance of the Ottoman Turks (1534-1622; 1638-1917) and of their nominal vassals, the Georgian Mamlūks (1749-1831)?


Apart from the power of persistence natural to religions and in particular to aggrieved sects, one obvious factor making for the perpetuation of Shī‘ī influence was the presence of the Shī‘ī sanctuaries at Najaf and Karbalā’, and of Shī‘ī schools at Najaf and Ḥillah. Another factor was the commercial and religious intercourse that the Shī‘īs of Iraq maintained, if interruptedly, with Shī‘ī Persia. At work also was what may be called the contagion of the environment. Bedouin tribes moving into the Shī‘ī zone–and Islam sat lightly on bedouins–tended in time, it would appear, to adapt themselves to its beliefs and practices. The same thing seems to have happened in the Sunnī zone. It is not without interest that the Shammar Jarba‘, whose dīrah or tribal domain was, in the period of the monarchy, in the Mosul province and in the Jazīrah between the Euphrates and the Tigris, and the Shammar Ṭoqah, whose dīrah was on the Tigris south of Baghdād, are both offshoots of the same tribe, the Shammar of Jabal Shammar in Najd, Arabia; and yet one is Sunnī, and the other is Shī‘ī. Similarly, the Āl-Fatlah, who formed the backbone of the 1920 Iraqi uprising, branch from the Dulaim, but live on the middle Euphrates and are Shī‘ī, while the Dulaim itself lives on the Euphrates above Baghdād and is Sunnī. Again, the Jubūr sections who live on the Ḥillah branch of the Euphrates are Shī‘ī, while the Jubūr sections who live in Sharqāt to the southwest of Mosul are Sunnī. The process was in the Shī‘ī zone assisted by the missionary zeal of the mūmans, who were itinerant men of religion. It is thus to the initiative of these traveling Shī‘ī propagandists that Ibn Sanad, the historian of the Mamlūks, attributed in 1826 or thereabouts the conversion in his days into Rawāfiḍ (“Disavowers”), that is, Shī‘īs, of the Shaikhs of the Zubaid tribal confederation.14 Similarly, in 1869 Ibrahīm al-Haidarī, a prominent Sunnī ‘ālim,15 blamed “the devils of the Disavowers” for the adoption of Shī‘īsm sixty years before by the Banū Tamīm.16


It may be wondered how Shī‘ī conversions took place seemingly under the very nose of the Sunnī government. The explanation is simple. During the greater part of the Ottoman period the writ of the authorities ran precariously outside the main towns, so that the mobile tribal confederations were in the countryside more often than not a power unto themselves. The conversions may have even come about on account of the government: the tribes’ intolerance of government–any government–and their association of government with oppression, plus the fact that the government was Sunnī, may have eased the task of the mūmans and the transition to Shī‘īsm.


It is necessary to add in parentheses that the government accorded the Shī‘īs full liberty to make their devotions in their own manner in all the places that they considered sacred, apparently because it stood to gain from the flow of pilgrims to Iraq. But in all other places, as in Baṣrah or in Baghdād proper, they were denied the free exercise of their religion.17 This rule, which was in effect at least in the Mamlūk period (1749-1831), must have been relaxed in the course of the latter part of the nineteenth century, and more so after the Young Turk Revolution of 1908. Under the monarchy the religious freedom of the Shī‘īs became complete.


In turning to the northern Arab Sunnī zone and rapidly reviewing its history, the thing that catches our notice is that Shī‘īsm never penetrated it in strength. It is true that a Shī‘ī dynasty, the Ḥamdānīs, wielded authority in Mosul between 905 and 979, but it hardly made any dent in the Sunnī loyalty of its inhabitants.18 An attempt to encourage Shī‘īsm by Badr-ud-Dīn Lu’lu, a slave who ruled over Mosul for about forty years in the first half of the thirteenth century, failed to evoke any response among the Mosulites.19 With minor exceptions, the whole zone remained steadfast in its attachment to Sunnīsm down to our own time. Perhaps the most crucial explanation for this is the fact that, in their economic relationships, the regions of Mosul and the upper Euphrates were oriented toward Sunnī Syria and, in a lesser degree, toward Sunnī Turkey. Indeed, it would not be going too far to say that in the days of the monarchy the people of Mosul were closer in outlook and temperament to the Arabs of Syria or, more specifically, of Aleppo, than to the Arabs of central and southern Iraq.


It remains to account for the peculiarity of strong Ṣūfī influence in the Kurdish belt. I do not know whether it is true, as I have heard it said, that the Kurds are more prone than the Arabs of Iraq to the habits of thought and feeling characteristic of the Ṣūfīs, or that the susceptibility of the Kurds to Ṣūfism is due to its consonance with their pre-Islamic beliefs. Perhaps the phenomenon could, at least in part, be explained by the relatively recent conversion of many of the tribal Kurds to the mystic paths. It was only in the early nineteenth century and through the efforts of Mawlāna Khālid (d. 1826), a member of the Kurdish Jāf tribe, that the Naqshbandī order was first instituted in Iraqi Kurdistan. It was also at about the same time that the older Qādirī path20 attained the climax of its strength in that region.21 The Naqsh-bandīs observed the precepts of Muḥammad Bahā‘-ud-Dīn al-Bukhārī (1317-1389) and the Qādirīs those of Shaikh ‘Abd-ul-Qādir al-Gailānī (1077-1166). Between them, these two orders dominated to an overwhelming degree Kurdish religious life in the time of the monarchy, but since the thirties, if not earlier, they have been waning due to the decline of religion and the men of religion generally.


.
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SOME RELIGIOUS-CLASS AND ETHNIC-CLASS CORRELATIONS


[image: image]


One of the interesting facts that emerges from a juxtaposition of the religious and social features of the monarchic Iraq of the twenties is the degree of affinity that existed between confessional allegiance and social standing in various parts in the south and center of the country. Thus at that time the most influential mallāks or landlords of the province of Baṣrah were, with one exception, Sunnī, while the cultivators of their palm gardens were overwhelmingly Shī‘ī. The exception was the Shaikh of Muḥammarah, who owned “much property” in the province. The leaders of Arab society in Baṣrah city itself were also Sunnī, while the majority of the town people were Shī‘ī. The Shī‘ī divines, however, occupied a position of no little importance.1 In several other towns of the south, but not in the Shī‘ī Holy Cities, the Sunnī element, always a minority, was socially preponderant and consisted by and large of affluent merchants and landowners. The small bazaars on the canals, in the thick of the Shī‘ī communities, and the neighboring desert markets were also dominated by astute Sunnī traders from Najd, Arabia.2 Again, in the province of Muntafiq the peasants were invariably Shī‘ī, whereas many of their landed overlords came from one Sunnī tribal family, that of the Sa‘dūn.3 Similarly, in the Ḥillah district, Hazzā‘ ibn Muḥaimid, the head shaikh of Mu‘āmrah, a branch of the Zubaid confederation, was Sunnī, although his cultivating tribesmen were, in their majority, Shī‘ī.4 In Baghdād too, where the two sects enjoyed almost a numerical parity, the socially dominant families were, with some exceptions, Sunnī.5 Moreover, in the Iraqi army of the thirties, the officers were Sunnī but the rank and file that they commanded was drawn, for the most part, from the agricultural Shī‘ī tribesmen of the south.6 In brief, the Sunnī-Shī‘ī dichotomy coincided to no little degree with a deep-seated social economic cleavage. In the light of the existing factual evidence, it is not possible to affirm or deny that here class differences were fundamental and religious differences derivative. Of course, Sunnī social dominance had its immediate roots in the preceding historical situation. In some rural areas, as in the countryside of the Muntafiq, it derived from the dominance of Sunnī tribal warring People of the Camel over Shī‘ī tribal peasants, or Marshdwellers, or People of the Sheep.7 In the towns it flowed from Sunnī Ottoman political dominance. The latter political factor provides, it should be clear, no more than a proximate explanation, for in view of Iraq’s status of dependence, the decisive causes of its politics lay beyond its frontiers, and it is not within the scope of this study to pursue them there. At the same time, it should be pointed out that Shī‘īsm, as an ideology and in its practical form, had a natural appeal to underdogs that stemmed from its preoccupation with suffering and from the centrality of the passion motif in its Islam.


If in the south of Iraq religious and class divisions coincided to a certain extent, in the north, in ethnically mixed areas, the distinction between classes was, oftentimes, concomitantly a distinction between races. Thus the district of Arbīl embraced sixty-five villages populated entirely by Kurds, but no fewer than forty-five of these villages were owned by one or other of the Arbīl notables, who were mostly Turkoman by race. In the town of Arbīl itself, the latter belonged, to be sure, to the wealthy stratum and had their residences on top of a circular mound about 150 feet high, while the Kurds, who formed three-quarters and, as a rule, the poorer segment of the inhabitants, lived by and large in houses round the foot of the mound on its east and south sides. But, of course, there were Turkmen who were not well-to-do and who dwelt also in this part of the town.8 Again, landed Kirkuklīs, who in their upper ranks were mainly Turkmen or Kurds who regarded themselves as Turkmen,9 owned much of the agricultural country in the Mālḥah region, along the Lesser Zāb, and in the western outskirts of Kirkūk, but their ploughs and sheep were tended by Arabs.10 In Mosul the chief lords of the land were principally Moslem Arabs, while not a few of their peasants in the surrounding villages were Christian Arameans.


Even in the presumably ethnically homogeneous Kurdish districts, the nontribal peasants, called ra‘iyyah (“subjects”) or miskīns (“miserables”), seemed to be almost a different race from the landed aghas11 and their tribal retainers and fighting men.12 These peasants could indeed easily be distinguished by their countenance and their particular dialect from the more recently settled tribal farmers and the other clansmen and their aghas who, incidentally, in at least some parts, exercised over the miskīns, in a literal sense, the powers of life and death.13 C. J. Rich, the East India Company’s Resident at Baghdād, maintained in 1820 that “several of the best authorities” had confirmed to him that the peasants of Kurdistan in his days were “a totally distinct race” from the clannish Kurds14 and he wondered whether they might not have been the original inhabitants of these parts who had at some point been subdued by the nomadic montane tribesmen.15 His view has still its adherents today, but the Kurds themselves believe that the clansmen and the miskīns belong to the same race and that differences in nutrition and way of living could account for the differences in their physiognomy and other characteristics: the nomadic or originally nomadic clansmen, who are taller and sturdier, ate better and led a more wholesome life.16


 


The trends in the relationship of sects or ethnic groups to classes, characteristic of the twenties, had by the last decade of the monarchy shifted to a certain degree, and sometimes significantly.


In the north, the Turkoman social preponderance in such towns as Arbīl or Kirkūk gradually weakened, as was bound to happen after the breakdown of the political supremacy of the Ottoman Turks, with which it had been intimately connected. On the other hand, the power of the Kurdish tribal aghas over the lives of the miskīns was reinforced by the consolidation and widening of their hold over the land: in 1958 the ruling family of the Jāf tribe, the Jāf Begzādas, alone owned 539,333 dūnums17 in the provinces of Sulaimāniyyah, Kirkūk, and Diyālah (see Table 5-3). No measures enhanced the social position of the tribal aghas and of their Arab analogues, the tribal shaikhs, as greatly as the Land Settlement Laws of 1932 and 1938, which facilitated the transfer into their hands of vast expanses of state and customary tribal land.


In the southern and central parts of Iraq, the relative social situation of the Shī‘īs noticeably changed. Symptomatic of this was the fact that in the forties, in the upper-income circles, Sunnīs began giving their daughters in marriage to Shī‘īs, when only a few decades before the impediment to such intermarriage seemed insurmountable. There were also other indications. Before 1947 not a single Shī‘ī was raised to the premiership, but between 1947 and 1958 four Shī‘īs attained this rank (see Table 7-4). Again, in the first decade of the monarchy only 17.7 percent of the ministerial appointments went to the members of this sect, but in the last decade of the monarchy their share reached as high as 34.7 percent (see Table 4-1). However, their weight on the governmental level was never decisive. On the other hand, Shī‘ī families in the upper income brackets accumulated considerable economic power. In fact, it was the rise in their economic position which in great measure explained the change in their intersectarian social status, and at the same time pushed toward an increase in their share of state authority. Their advance in the economic sphere was on the whole encouraged rather than hindered politically, because it suited the balance-of-power interests not only of the English but also–from the forties onward–of the monarchy which, like the English, was an extraneous political factor, the kings being of non-Iraqi origin. At any rate, the growth of the Shī‘ī families economically is beyond dispute. In 1958, out of Iraq’s seven biggest landowners, that is, owners of over 100,000 dūnums of land, six were Shī‘īs (see Table 4-2).18 In the same year, of the total of 49 families owning more than 30,000 dūnums or an aggregate of 5,457,354 dūnums, 23 were Shī‘ī Arab, 14 Sunnī Arab, 11 Kurdish, and 1 Jewish. The Shī‘ī families alone possessed 44.3 percent of the whole area. The others held 30.8 percent, 24.1 percent, and .8 percent respectively (see Tables 5-3 and 5-4). Of course, larger estates did not necessarily bring higher incomes. On the other hand, it should be kept in mind that, with the completion in 1956 of the Wādī Tharthār and Ḥabbāniyyah water-control schemes, the value of land rose in the flow-irrigated regions where Shī‘ī families had their property. More than that, the Shī‘ī merchants succeeded to first place in the trade of Baghdād after the exodus of the Jews in 1949. Access to state offices being more difficult for them than for Sunnīs–now not so much by reason of calculating prejudice as on account of their lower educational qualifications, the result, really, of their fewer opportunities in earlier times–the Shī‘īs had turned their energies toward commerce, and thus come to excel in this line of activity. However, Iraq’s young private industry was from the first and remained, by and large, in the hands of the Sunnīs. This may have had something to do with the fact that in its beginnings, at least, it was to no little extent dependent upon the help and goodwill of the government.


TABLE 4-1


Shī‘ī Ministerial Appointments under the Monarchy (1921-1958), Excluding Appointments to Premiership
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aShī‘ī Arabs’ estimated percentage in total 1947 population: 51.4.


TABLE 4-2


Iraq’s Biggest Landowners in 1958, or Owners of More Than 100,000 Dunums of Landa
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aThis table does not include Mūḥan al-Khairallah, a Shī‘ī Arab from the Muntafiq province and the Shaikh of ash-Shuweilāt tribe, inasmuch as his title to the estates under his control had not been legally settled by 1958. The table also excludes the then virtually permanent leaseholders of large tracts of state land in ‘A mārah province. For the latter, turn to Table 6-13.


bOne dūnum = 0.618 acre.


cFather-in-law of Crown Prince ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh and brother of ‘Alī al-Ḥabīb al-Amīr, who is listed above.


dA section of the Rabī‘ah tribe.


eDied before the 1958 Revolution, but his property had not been divided among his heirs.


Source: Figures obtained from the records of the Ministry of Agrarian Reform, February 1964.


 


If in 1958 the richest of the rich were often Shī‘īs, so were also predominantly the poorest of the poor, notably the one hundred thousand or so Shurūgīs, “the Easterners”–the migrants from the ‘Amārah tribal country–whose ṣarīfas or mud huts dotted the landscape of Greater Baghdād. Their somber wretchedness was no doubt a factor in the intense bitterness of the mass upheaval that gripped the Iraqi capital on the day of the Revolution of July.


The final note here must be one of caution against exaggerating the contrasts that have been described, for it is necessary to bear in mind that the correspondence between the sectarian and class cleavages was never complete, that there were always very poor Sunnīs, that they and the Shī‘ī poor were brethren in adversity, and that, mutatis mutandis, Baghdād–no less than the rest of Iraq–in both its Shī‘ī and Sunnī domains, was under the monarchy, as it had been in the Middle Ages, for the rich a vast habitation and for the poor a dwelling of constraint and distress.19


.



PART II
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THE MAIN CLASSES AND STATUS GROUPS



.



5



THE MALLĀKS OR LANDOWNERS
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In the Iraq of 1958, which was inhabited by about six and a half million people, there were 253,254 landholders (see Table 5-1) with varying degrees of legal rights over 32.1 million agricultural dūnums, of which only 23.3 million were actually exploited. They held the land under the types of tenure and in the proportions set forth below1:


[image: image]


Obviously, the holders whose title to the land had not yet been legally established, could not be said to have been mallāks, that is, landowners. Nor is the designation applicable to the leaseholders of mīrī ṣirf or purely state land, even though in many instances the leases were virtually permanent and heritable.2 Strictly speaking, only the holders of mulk were mallāks, but in practice the term came to refer also to the holders of land in ṭāpū and lazmah.3 Mulk, which was confined to towns and their immediate vicinity, constituted absolute private property and was a very old form of tenure. For example, one family, an ancestor of whom was instrumental in building Karbalā’ about A.D. 1200–at which time it was apparently a village with an insignificant shrine–had in its possession title deeds to lands granted to it some six and a half centuries ago.4 The ṭāpū and lazmah ttenures were of more recent origin, ṭāpū being the product of the Ottoman Land Code of 1858, and lazmah of the Lazmah Law of 1932. Both ṭāpū and lazmah involved a conditional alienation of state land to individuals, the right of ultimate ownership being in theory retained by the state, the land reverting to it if not used, in the case of ṭāpū, for at least three years and, in the case of lazmah, for at least four years. However, both were heritable tenures and both could be transferred by sale to other individuals, the ṭāpū unconditionally and the lazmah subject to government approval. In practice, therefore, they did not differ significantly from private property, the more so inasmuch as the government never exercised its theoretical right of escheat.5


TABLE 5-1


Distribution of Privately Held Agricultural Land before the July 1958 Revolution
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aOne dūnum = 0.618 acre.


bdiscrepancy due to rounding of figures.


Source: Iraq, Ministry of Agrarian Reform, February 1964.


 


Most of the mallāks were very small proprietors, as could be inferred from the fact that 72.9 percent of all landholders possessed less than 50 dūnums, and only 6.2 percent of the total area. Of course, about four-fifths of the families of Iraq owned no land whatever. At the same time, fewer than 1 percent of all landholders and mallāks controlled 55.1 percent of all privately held land.


The small mallāks were largely to be found in the areas that had long been intensively cultivated, such as the water-wheel region in the upper middle Euphrates around the towns of Hīt, Ḥadīthah, and ‘Ānah; the Khāliṣ valley, and the lower Diyālah, where some of the ancient canal works had survived; the fertile tracts between Kirkūk, Arbīl, and Mosul, which had been contiguous to the guarded old post road to Isṭanbūl; the district of Abū-l-Khaṣīb, the site of the celebrated gardens of Baṣrah mentioned in Arab history; and, finally, the regions of the Hindiyyah and Shāmiyyah Shaṭṭs of the mid-Euphrates which, in contrast to the regions of the southern Tigris, were very thickly settled due to the fact that the waters of the Euphrates could always be more easily distributed than those of the Tigris on account of the slope of the ground levels.


The phenomenon of the extremely small proprietor was the direct effect of the Islamic law of inheritance which incidentally, by its repeated dispersal of large property, had persistently made for the political weakness of the “aristocratic” class in the history of Iraq.6 The conversion by some families of their estate into a waqf, that is, into an endowment for the benefit of their descendants, while preserving the estate intact, did not necessarily contribute to the economic strength of these families, inasmuch as the proceeds remained subject to the fractionary processes of the law.


As a rule, the large mallāks predominated in the areas that, through the introduction of pumps and the building of barrages, had been relatively recently put to the plough, and where at the same time tribal influence was still or had been potent, as in the Sinjār district or the regions on the Gharrāf or Ḥillah Shaṭṭs.


Concentration of property was at its utmost in Kūt. As is clear from Table 5-2, in 1958 22 persons held 82 percent of all the ṭāpū lands in this province, and 49 persons 73 percent of all the lazmah lands. Moreover, the same person not infrequently held land in both lazmah and ṭāpū.


Some mallāks had huge estates: Aḥmad ‘Ajīl al-Yāwer, the paramount shaikh of Shammar, owned 259,509 dūnums; Muḥammad al-Ḥabīb al-Amīr, the paramount shaikh of Rabī‘ah, 206,473 dūnums; and Balāsim Muḥammad al-Yāsīn, one of the shaikhs of Mayyāḥ, 199,826 dūnums, to cite a few examples. For the other biggest landowners in 1958, turn to Table 4-2.


TABLE 5-2


Distribution of Landholdings in Kūt Province in 1958


[image: image]


aEquals 827o of all ṭāpū lands.


bEquals 73% of all lazmah lands.


Source: Unpublished Letter No. 1101 of 22 January 1958 from Makkī Jamīl, Director General of Land Settlement, to the Minister of Justice.


 


The largest estates were not necessarily the richest. The price of land varied, of course, according to location, climatic factors, soil fertility, and other circumstances. In general, an irrigated field was far more valuable than one situated in the rainfall zone: a good rain-fed dūnum was worth on the average about 2 dīnārs in 1958, and a good irrigated dūnum about 10 dīnārs. Exceptionally good land, however, brought a much higher price: in 1957 ‘Abd-ul-Hādī ach-Chalabī, the wealthiest merchant of Baghdād, sold a small portion of his estate, the intensively developed Lāṭifiyyah–which had been in the thirties and forties in the hands of Andrew Weir and Co., a British concern–for 50 dīnārs a dūnum,7 so that the 104,158 dūnums that he owned on the eve of the July Revolution,8 had probably a higher value than the 259,509 dūnums that belonged to the paramount shaikh of Shammar.


The families that in the last year of the monarchy owned more than 30,000 dūnums and in effect formed the living nucleus of Iraqi landlordry are listed in the accompanying Table 5-3. They were 49 in number, and owned between them 5,457,354 dūnums9 or 16.8 percent of all privately held agricultural land. Twenty-two of them pertained to the tribal shaikhly order, 12 to the stratum of sādah, that is, claimants of descent from the Prophet, and 11 to the mercantile class; and they accounted, respectively, for 51, 31, and 12.3 percent of the area just cited. For other particulars on the composition of these and the remaining four families, consult Table 5-4.


Obviously, Iraq’s principal mallāks did not constitute a homogeneous whole. True, their relationship to the land united them, and this no doubt made for a certain similarity, if not identity, of interests and objectives. But in the origin of their class position, in their status, their power, their mentality, their values, and their social function, they were dissimilar. This is a subject of no little importance. Some light will be shed upon it in the pages that follow.


TABLE 5-3


Iraq’s Principal Landed Families in 1958, or Families Owning More Than 30,000 Dūnumsa
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[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


aExcludes the big landed families of the Muntafiq province–mainly Āl-Khairallahs and as-Sa ‘dūns–who owned between them more than 300,000 dūnums. One dūnum = 0.618 acre.


bFor the geographic location of the tribes, see Map 3.


cClaimants of descent from the Prophet.


dMuch of their land was of the rain-fed variety, which is not as rich as the artificially irrigated land of, say, al-Amīrs in the south.


eThe head of the family was the father-in-law of Crown Prince Abd-ul-Ilāh.


fMayyāḥ is a section of the Rabī‘ah tribe, as is as-Sarrāi.


gAl-Farḥāns are cousins of al-Yāwers.


hAs-Sa‘dūns had been in the 19th and earlier centuries the leaders of the Muntafiq Confederation.


iDoes not include their very large possessions in the Muntafiq province.


jThe head of the family was the father-in-law of ex-Premier Ṣāliḥ Jabr.


kMn learned in religion.


lEquals 16.8% of total privately held agricultural land.


Source: Figures obtained from the records of the Ministry of Agrarian Reform, February 1964.


TABLE 5-4


Summary of Table 5-3
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aOne dūnum = 0.618 acre.


bClaimants of descent from Prophet.


cMen learned in religion.


dOne tax-farming family and one family of exrulers of semi-independent principality.


.
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THE SHAIKHS, AGHAS, AND PEASANTS


[image: image]


The Arab tribal shaikhs and Kurdish tribal begs or aghas,1 who in the monarchic period formed the most important segment of the landed class, and until 1958 dominated the greater number of the peasants of Iraq, were historically the product of the life of frequent raids and relatively rapid change that characterized the flatlands of the Tigris and Euphrates and the Kurdish mountain belt in the nineteenth and earlier centuries. In those times the existential tribal situation emphasized prowess, decision, mobility. Hence the origin of the begs, aghas, and shaikhs as a warrior group, and the tendency for them to rise from among the more mobile tribes or, more specifically, from the montane mounted nomads in Kurdistan and the nomadic ahl-il-ibl– People of the Camel–in Arab Iraq. Of course, the evolution of the shaikhly2 stratum by no means followed a uniform pattern. In some instances, their dominance represented in its inception the dominance of one nomadic camel tribe, which was itself but an extension of one family group, over many semiagricultural tribes, tribal marshmen, or tribal sheep breeders; or the dominance of montane tribal nomads over nontribal cultivators. This dominance assumed more and more the aspect of class dominance because of three factors: first, the contempt which the People of the Camel had for other tribes, or which the montane nomads had for non-tribal peasants, and their disdain to intermarry with them; second, the transformation by the Ottomans of many of the dominant shaikhs, begs, and aghas into tax farmers from their original position as tribute-receiving chiefs or appointees of these chiefs; and, finally, their conversion into regular landowners by the introduction in the nineteenth century of the ṭāpū and in the twentieth of the lazmah semiprivate property systems. In other cases, where shaikhly leadership was not provided by an alien tribe but was native to the tribe itself, the rank of shaikh or Kurdish tribal lord was originally connected with the function of protecting the tribe, and presupposed the natural qualities needed for that function. Shaikhly leadership, in other terms, was a military leadership clearly differentiated and increasingly hereditary, but in its first stages patriarchal in its essence and with few of the earmarks of a class position, and only began to take the latter form as the once free-living tribe became more intimately bound to the land. The class aspect of the shaikh’s position hardened in its mold with the rise of the large muqāṭa‘ahs or estates, and the leasing or registering of these estates or of whole villages by the Turks in the tribal chief’s own name. It crystallized further with the cessation of tribal raids, the growing commercialization of agriculture, and the alienation of more villages and increasingly larger estates in lazmah to the begs, aghas, and shaikhs. But it is necessary to descend to particulars.


 


The modern shaikh, though bearing little resemblance to the shaikh of earlier centuries, was in a sense the result of the advance of nomadic power that was the unavoidable concomitance of the gradual decay of organized irrigation from the tenth century onward and of the weakening of the towns, especially after the eclipse of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate and the sack of Baghdad by the Mongols in 1258.


By virtue of the decline of urban influence–a phenomenon prolonged by a series of invasions from Central Asia and, after the Turkish conquest of the sixteenth century, by the recurring Ottoman-Persian wars–and in consequence of the vagrancies of the rivers, the silting up of old canals, the neglect of drainage, and the spread of salination, a three-fold pattern of life came to characterize the flatlands of Iraq. Small areas of permanent settlement–riverine cities and towns with farms and palm gardens clinging close to them–led abruptly into the in-security of the larger intermediate semisettled communal domain of the riverine shaikh and his tribesmen. Pressing in on both these areas was the vast purely nomadic realm of the restless desert. In the northeast–in the mountains and valleys of Kurdistan–where cultivation depended upon irregular and inadequate rain and not on irrigation, as in the Tigris and Euphrates valleys, but where insecurity was as pervasive, the same pattern of settled, semisettled, and nomadic areas was reproduced, the pressure here emanating from the montane nomads.


The characteristic feature of this pattern–particularly in the flat-lands–was its instability. Hardly any tribe remained for very long in the same position. One reason was the perennial state of raids and counter-raids. Occasionally a sudden outburst of nomadic energy from the interior of the desert would set on the move all the tribes in its path, and would bring a new tribal distribution in the river valleys. Then there were the vagaries of the loose rivers: a drying up of a river branch, for example, would dispossess, fragment, and disperse whole tribes.


This state of things had by the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century led to the ethnologic tribal configuration delineated in the rough in the accompanying sketch3 [Map 2],


MAP 2


Sketch of Tribal Leagues and Principalities in Late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Century
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As is clear from the sketch, the areas of settled life and intensive agriculture were restricted to the water-wheel region on the Euphrates around the towns of Hīt, Ḥadīthah, and ‘Ānah, to the Khāliṣ valley, the lower Diyālah, the Ḥillah Shaṭṭ,4 the fertile lands between Kirkūk, Arbīl, and Mosul adjacent to the protected post road to Isṭanbūl, and finally to both shores of the Shaṭṭ-il-‘Arab in the neighborhood of Baṣrah. To these areas alone extended, and not always continuously, the real authority of the rulers seated in the main towns–the Mamlūk Pashas of Baghdād, their Mutasallims5 at Baṣrah and Kirkūk, and the Jalīlī family of Mosul, who owed formal allegiance to the Ottoman Porte. Elsewhere was the preserve of largely autonomous tribal or tribally based power. In the Kurdish montane country to the east of the post road, the Bābāns, centered on Sulaimāniyyah, ruled between the Diyālah and the Lesser Zāb,6 the Sorāns between the Lesser Zāb and the Greater Zāb,7 and the Bahdināns in the mountains to the north and northeast of Mosul.8 In the Arab flatlands, Banī Lām’s influence extended from Qurnah to the eastern shore of the Diyālah river;9 Shammar Ṭōgah had its tents on the Tigris to the south of Baghdād; Khazā‘il dominated the middle Euphrates,10 Muntafiq the Gharrāf and the lower Euphrates;11 Zubaid occupied the right bank of the Tigris to the south of the Diyālah and the left bank of the Euphrates to the north and south of Ḥillah;12 Dulaim ranged on both sides of the upper middle Euphrates;13 ‘Ubaid was on the upper middle Tigris;14 Tayy lived to the north of Mosul; and Shammar Jarba‘ wandered within hail of this city and in the Jazīrah.15


 


What were the main characteristics of these tribal confederations? To begin with, the link between their constituent elements was loose, and the sense of confederacy not sustained. For example, the Muntafiq, which was one of the more powerful semisettled tribal leagues, was composed of three tribal divisions–the Banī Mālik, Ajwād, and Banī Saī‘d–which were not tribes but tribal groups, and themselves included minor confederations such as the Banī Khaikān and the Mujarraḥ within the Banī Mālik tribe-group.16 The unrelenting strife between the latter confederations17 indicates how tenuous was the unity of the Muntafiq. There were similar bloody encounters among the equally unstable Banī Lām tribal league.18 Ṭayy was also torn by internal dissensions.19 Within Shammar the great factions were grouped together under the title of ṣāyiḥ,20 and were generally at feud with the dominant Jarba‘.21 The tribes of Mīr Yūsufī and Mīr Maḥmalī, which were tributaries of the Bābāns, were recurrently raiding each other,22 and at the center of this principality divisions were so rampant that one of its greatest chiefs was deposed no fewer than five times between 1789 and 1813.23


The confederations cohered only under external threat or when a joint foray was in prospect. This points to their basic nature and function: they were confederations for war. Their raison d’être was war and defence. Denis de Rivoyre, who visited the Muntafiq in the second half of the nineteenth century, observed that with the tribes everything was “established and combined with a view to war. The social organization is above all a military organization.”24


Naturally enough, within the confederations military valor was highly valued and the fighter-tribesman was at a premium. Political supremacy tended also to pass to a stratum that had the capacities bearing on war. In many instances this stratum appears to have originated from a particular group of tribesmen. Iraq’s Arab tribes, it will be remembered, were divided into People of the Camel, ahl-ul-ibl; People of the Sheep, shāwiyah; cultivators, ḥarrāthah or falālīḥ; and buffalo-breeding Marshdwellers, ma‘dān. These divisions were not always clear-cut, as cultivators might have also been breeders of sheep or buffaloes. At any rate, the People of the Camel regarded all the other groups with the same undiscriminating contempt, and refused to give their daughters in marriage even to their leading families.25 From their point of view, any manner of living other than that of bearing arms was unworthy and shameful. Being more mobile and possessed of superior fighting qualities, they were often able to assert their dominance in the tribal world. Thus the ‘Amārāt, the leading division of Rabī‘ah, descended from ‘Anizah,26 which belonged to the People of the Camel and was noted for its military prowess. The Sa‘dūns, who ruled over the Muntafiq, were, like ‘Anizah, People of the Camel, and as militarily distinguished. As late as 1919 they showed up in the river valleys only to collect their rents, and then went off to the desert, wandering about hunting and hawking with their camels.27 They did the very same thing in 1765, but then to gather in the “tribute,” and this they carried out with “great rigor.”28 Many of the half-settled tribes that they dominated, were, it is true, like themselves immigrants from Arabia, but of an earlier date, and had become more intimately connected with the riverine tradition. Again, Shammar Jarba‘ and Banī Lām, which lived on exactions from sheep-breeding or other riverine tribes, or from levies upon caravans, were of the order of the People of the Camel.29 So were also the ruling sections of Khazā‘il and Zubaid, who had lordship over shepherd and peasant-tribesmen in the mid-Euphrates and mid-Tigris.30


Obviously, the cultivators in the tribal society of those days–who lived in “miserable huts” and paid “tribute” to the camel-owning desert lords31–were members of weaker or subdued tribes. Even as observed in 1918, the Khazā‘il proper consisted of septs of one family, and each sept had, in addition to servants and dependants, a group of cultivators, many of whom were of non-Khazā‘il origin.32 Similarly, the powerful Tigris tribe of Albū Muḥammad, whose chiefs descended from Zubaid, employed in 1917 members of weaker tribes33 in its wheat areas and for the heavier labors of reaping and threshing in its rice fields.34 Again, the Banī Mālik, who lived by fishing, or by tilling the soil, or by the breeding of buffaloes, or the weaving of reed mats, were in the same year scattered all over: they worked on the Euphrates for the Sa‘dūns, they cultivated the winter crops on the estates of the shaikhs of Albū Muḥammad on the lower Tigris, and there were large bodies of them in the Ḥawaizah marshes near the Persian frontier.35 This dispersal, which might have partly been due to the caprice of the rivers, was also a testimony to their weakness.


The peasants were identified by the dominant tribes in some areas as radd or mawālī–“clients”–and kept in check by the zilim, the armed retainers of the ruling shaikh.36 It is not without interest in this connection that the chiefs of the Albū Muḥammad developed in the first half of the nineteenth century a standing armed force and, with the help of two smiths from Baghdād, fitted it with twenty-one cannons, and forbade the peasants and other tribesmen under their control to carry arms.37


In the light of the preceding observations, it should be maintained that, though in the heyday of their power the tribal confederations were basically organized with a view to war and defence, and that emergencies could have occasioned a tribal levée en masse, it nonetheless does not appear to have been invariably true that in the tribes “everybody was a soldier,”38 as was the case among the Muntafiq sections that Denis de Rivoyre visited.


The ascendancy of warriors over cultivators appears to have marked also the societies of the Kurdish mountain belt. According to C. J. Rich of the East India Company, who toured the area in 1820-1821, the people of Kurdistan were divided into warrior tribesmen and an inferior nontribal peasant caste called gorān or ra‘iyyah (subjects) or Kelowspee (White Caps). The clansmen rarely, if ever, put their hand to the plough. For their part, the peasants, whose condition “much resembles that of Negro slaves in the West Indies,” were never soldiers and, though speaking a Kurdish dialect, were thought to be, as noted elsewhere, racially distinct from the clansmen.39


The reigning family of the Sorān principality sprang, it goes without saying, from the clannish Kurds, and belonged to the mounted, originally nomadic Pizhdar,40 one of the most powerful of Kurdish tribes. The Bābāns appear also to have been related to the Pizhdar. For one thing, they originated in the Pizhdar country, and before their rise to a pashaliq had been the “feudal chiefs” of this tribe under the Sorāns.41 For another thing, the dominant families of Pizhdar claim the same ancestor as the Bābāns, Aḥmad-ul-Faqīh,42 who was said to have made his mark in the seventeenth century as a military leader, and to have been awarded villages by the Turks for helping them in a war.43


The origin of the Bahdinān family is obscure. The Kurds regarded it as something sacred, and local tradition traced its descent to the caliphs of Baghdād. Its princes affected the manners of the later ‘Abbāsids, some of them always sitting alone and veiling themselves when riding out. But they did not have, at least in 1820, much say politically.44 Real power apparently belonged to the chiefs of the “warlike” clans–the Barwari, Mizuri, Doshki, and Raikan–who provided the soldiers of the principality and dominated peasants which, incidentally, in this region were not of Kurdish stock but Assyrians or Nestorians.45 The state of these peasants did not differ much from that of others of their class in the rest of Kurdistan.


By and large the Arab tribal cultivator, unlike the Kurdish peasant, had not by this time lapsed into a condition of semiserfdom. The scouring or silting of the rivers, the flooding or salination of the lands, and the tribal raids tended to disperse or unbalance the Arab tribes more frequently, thus endowing the cultivator with considerable mobility. This, and the scantiness of his numbers in comparison with the amount of cultivable land, saved him from serfdom but not, of course, from an inferior social status.


We may now clinch an essential point: it is the fighting nomadic order that tended to provide the ruling stratum of Kurdish princes and aghas; and of Arab shaikhs al-mashāyikh–the chiefs of chiefs–that is, the heads of the confederations; and shaikhs of the powerful constituent tribes; and it is partly to the distinction between the fighter-nomad and the often nonrelated cultivator that we may ascribe the beginnings of the social cleavage within the tribal domain as we find it in the period of the monarchy.


 


It is time to turn to another aspect of the tribal societies of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries: the dīrah and its underlying principle of communal ownership.


In the Iraqi flatlands, each constituent tribe of the confederation had a dīrah, that is, an area of land which it habitually occupied or which was its preserve as long as it could defend it. If the tribe was weak, it could not, of course, forbid a powerful shaikh from taking his grazing in its dīrah freely,46 but on the whole its right to its accustomed arable, grazing, or living grounds was prescriptive and recognized by tribal tradition.


The dīrah, which was collectively owned, consisted largely of lands used for pasture, and was divided among the various sections of the tribe.47 The cultivated portion was either held in common, or as much as one-half or as little as one-fifth of it retained by the shaikh, and the rest allotted to the various heads of families. The land was not owned by these heads of families in the sense that ownership is understood today. It was, so to say, committed to their charge with a view to the good of the entire tribe. Similarly, the holding of the shaikh did not attach to his person but to his function, and was actually the share of the muḍif48 (literally, the guest-house),49 which was the political and social center of the tribe.50 This share belonged in effect to what Rivoyre called “le fond commun”51–the common tribal fund. The head of the confederation, the shaikh-al-mashāyikh, had no direct connection with the cultivated land, but received a share of the produce as tribute or, where he could not completely escape the authority of the Mamlūk Pashas, fulfilled the function of a multazim or tax farmer.


In Kurdistan the nomadic tribes had their own prescriptive grazing grounds, but the lands in the villages were either in the hands of tribal aghas, who were their own masters,52 or held–theoretically–for life by the reigning Kurdish families on that kind of heritable feudal tenure which was conditional–again in theory–upon their providing so many men to the Ottomans or Mamlūk Pashas for military service when called upon.53 These families, in turn, apportioned the best lands among their trusted followers or, more specifically, among the aghas or the “Beyzādehs,” that is, “the gentlemen of the first rank.”54


In practice, on account of the generally unsettled political conditions there was at this time no real security in tenure of land, whether in the Kurdish zone or in the Arab areas, a factor which made for the prevalence of subsistence agriculture. As one tribal agha, a vassal of the Bābāns, put it in 1820:


Why should I . . . throw a tghār55 of seed into the ground when I am not sure that my master will hold his government, and I my estate, until the season of harvest? Instead of doing this, I allow the peasants to cultivate my estate as they may find it convenient and I take from them my due, which is the zakār or tenth of the whole and as much more as I can squeeze out of them by any means and on any pretext.56


But the subsistence character of the agricultural economy of the time was also due to the poor communications and the fact that the idea of profit was essentially alien to the tribes.


It remains to bring out that in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century the shaikh in the river valleys and the agha in the mountain belt served a social function. They were needed. Partly they themselves created that need but, by reason of the weakness of the cities, they alone could in that insecure period provide protection. The tribe, in other words, was in the countryside the only organized social group that could shield from harm, and if harm befell, could exact retribution for it. Even the people of the small country towns enrolled themselves as members of the nearest tribe, though they were not in any way related to it.57 To the tribal peasant, the tribe and the shaikh were, of course, a necessity. He could not survive without them. But when the cities stood again on their feet and began themselves to provide the needed security, and the shaikh, once a protector, became an economic burden, there arose the question of whether this remnant of a past and different age had not become an historical irrelevancy. To see how this came about let us now turn to a new page in the history of the shaikh.


 


In the nineteenth century, new forces came to disturb the shaikh, shatter his isolation, decompose his military leagues, and undermine his self-sufficient communal domain.


The new forces had their source ultimately in the increasing entanglement of the Ottoman Empire in the meshes of the world of capitalism, but more immediately in the ensuing spirit of change that had taken hold of Isṭanbūl and that brought in its wake the extinction of the Janis-saries58 in 1826, the establishment of a new conscripted army, the end of the virtually independent Georgian Mamlūk dynasty of Baghdād in 1831, the reincorporation of the Iraq province into the parent empire, the new land laws of 1858, steam navigation on the Tigris, telegraphic communications, the centralized wilāyah59 system, the dynamic and enterprising governor of Baghdād Midḥat Pasha (1869-1871), and the Young Turk Revolution of 1908.


The shaikh felt all this in the direct pressure by the Turkish government to break his position and destroy the cohesion of his tribe, and in the indirect but far more potent influence of remoter forces–those of the world market–brought near to him by the new river communications.


The Turkish tribal policy was based on the principle of division: fostering rivalries in the ruling house of the shaikh al-mashāyikh, pitting against the latter and against each other the shaikhs of the constituent tribes and of other extraneous tribes, ignoring the shaikhs al-together and dealing directly with the chiefs60 of tribal sections. In the pursuit of this policy the Turks made use of a very effective weapon: the land.


According to the Ottoman conception, all the land, apart from some mulk61 and waqf62 holdings, was mīrī, that is, belonged to the state. Its effective occupiers held it, in theory, under lease from the ruling authority. In 1858 a new land code embodied this conception, but at the same time introduced a new kind of tenure, known as ṭāpū, by providing, with the retention of the right of ultimate ownership of the land by the state, for the grant of a legal and heritable right of usufructuary possession to individuals.


The new code arose from the same determination that marked tribal policy in Iraq and that sought to Ottomanize the tribal world: that is, to strengthen the central Ottoman administration at the expense of shaikhly power. For this purpose the code provided a new means: the creation from among the tribesmen of a large number of small landowners. But things turned out differently in practice, although the Turks went far in undermining tribalism.


Thus from about the middle of the nineteenth century, the Turks succeeded in obtaining a hold over the powerful Muntafiq confederation by setting the dominant Sa‘dūns against one another and farming out the Muntafiq country to the highest bidder among them. At one point they tried to take away a large chunk of the lands under their control, but had to abandon this course. Finally, in 1871, their great governor Midḥat Pasha induced a number of Sa‘dūn chiefs to accept the new Ottomanizing policy. The bait was their conversion from mere tribute-receiving shaikhs into regular ṭāpū holders of the lands of the Muntafiq tribes.63 This split the Sa‘dūns family into Ottomanizers and exponents of the old tribal principles. But much more serious was the implicit dispossession of the rank-and-file tribesmen from the land in which they had a communal tribal right, and their conversion into mere tenants. Thus vast areas of land supporting many tribes became in effect the fiefs of the Sa‘dūns who, with the advance of cultivation, grew very wealthy on their rents until about the turn of the century, when their tribesmen acquired large numbers of modern rifles and gradually refused to pay anything. The Sa‘dūns now split up the tribes, leasing the land to each small sectional chief independently of the head shaikh. In this manner they were able to collect a fraction of their rents until a few years before the First World War, when many of the tribesmen declined payment altogether.64 The working of all these forces had the effect of fracturing the Muntafiq confederation into numerous mutually hostile tribes, themselves decomposing into a multitude of independent sections and subsections.


Ottoman initiative also led to the breaking of the power of the Khazā‘il, “the kings of the Middle Euphrates,” although the drying up in the 1880s of the Ḥillah Shaṭṭ, on which they had much of their cultivation, contributed to their decline. By Ottoman command the most celebrated Khazā‘il chief, Shaikh Dhirb, was poisoned at Najaf, and his great grandson, Mit’ib, at Mosul.65 More than that, the Ottomans weaned several of the local tribe-groups from their loyalty to their old overlords, and brought in extraneous sādah66 and tribes–al-Fatlah, among others–and settled them on the territory of the Khazā‘il. This, as could be imagined, led to recurrent intertribal conflicts.67 The sādah, for their part, attracted peasants from every clan to work permanently on their new estates, thereby splitting them away from their parent units.68 No attempt appears to have been made by the Turks to introduce the ṭāpū system into this region. Legally the land remained mīrī, the shaikhs and sādah holding it, in theory, under lease; but inasmuch as the Turks were not powerful enough to maintain a continuous presence in an area so distant from Baghdād, they were seldom able to collect the usual mīrī share.69 In the main, therefore, the result of their efforts was the supersession of the old Khazā‘il confederacy by a few virtually autonomous large landholders, shaikhs, and sādah. However, some tribal chiefs in the Shāmiyyah district, unable to look after their huge tracts, and apprehensive that the government might grant the uncultivated portions to others, parceled them out among the headmen of the different sections of their tribes. As it happened, many of the latter, or of their descendants, were or in time became their own cultivators on their own lands.70 Hence arose in this district what for Iraq was and largely remained until 1958 an exceptional phenomenon: the peasant landholder.


The fate of the Banī Lām was milder than that of the Khazā‘il, but Banī Lām lost its influence over the Albū Muḥammad and the other tribes of the ‘Amārah area. The agricultural lands, which had once suffered from its exactions, became after 1883 saniyyah, that is, the personal property of the Ottoman sultan,71 who, however, found it impracticable to lease his estates to any but the shaikhly stratum. On the other hand, the authority of this stratum was weakened by frequent redistribution of the estates between the various members of the dominant tribal families. This excited bitter jealousies, forestalled shaikhly combinations, but gave rise to ceaseless disturbance.72


Divisions also overtook Zubaid, Dulaim, and, to a lesser extent, the Shammar confederation. Their component tribes and main sections tended to become virtually independent.73


In the Kurdish belt, the principalities of Bahdinān, Sorān, and Bābān were destroyed between 1837 and 1852,74 but Ottoman rule remained tenuous, and real power fell to the aghas and begs of the constituent tribes and the chiefs of the mystic paths. Into the same hands passed also the bulk of the land in this area.75 More often than not, the ṭāpū records were compiled, as one British political officer put it, “by corrupt ma’mūrs,76 who rarely left their office, at the dictation of aghas whose greed outweighed all other considerations.”77


More far-reaching than the actions of the Turks was the impact on the shaikhs and their leagues of the use of steamers on the Tigris. Most affected, particularly after the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, were the tribes on the lower section of the river and on the Shaṭṭ-il-‘Arab. By the end of the nineteenth century, the subsistence economy of these tribes had to no little degree given way to a market-oriented economy. The shaikh, who hitherto had had limited opportunities to exploit his tribesmen, began in his new status as ṭāpū or leaseholder to view them in a new way, that is, as a source of profit. The tribal peasant became of greater worth to him than the fighter-tribesman. Fortunately for the peasant, he was not tied to the soil. When unhappy, he moved to the service of another shaikh or to the lands of nonresident landlords from Baṣrah, or sought work in the new town of ‘Amārah78 or in the city of Baṣrah itself, so that there developed the unfamiliar phenomenon of big shaikhs competing against each other for peasants. This led to the intermixture of tribes and to increasing instances of shaikhs landlording alien tribesmen. It was also possible now for individual peasants, particularly in Baṣrah province, to sell their share of the produce and buy their own needs from the local market, when previously exchange of tribal produce occurred only through the shaikh. Similar processes developed in country districts neighboring Baghdād and a number of other towns so that here, as in parts of Baṣrah province, riverine peasants bore allegiance to no shaikh, and the territorial rather than the tribal connection was predominant.79


The legacy of the Turks was, therefore, a tribal system generally enfeebled and, on the Shaṭṭ-il-‘Arab and in areas adjacent to the cities, in a state of advanced decomposition. The decline of the political and military power of the shaikhs, aghas, and begs was unmistakable. The military confederations and principalities were destroyed. In their place arose a multitude of antagonistic tribes and tribal sections. In Baghdād Wilāyat alone–one of the three wilayāts of which Iraq was constituted–there were in 1918 at least 110 independent tribes, made up of 1186 sections.80 Many of these sections were practically free from the authority of the parent tribe. On the other hand, the groundwork was laid for the economic growth of the shaikhs and aghas by the granting or leasing to them or the registering in their name, through fraud or bribery, of vast estates supporting many tribes or whole villages, tribal and nontribal, in utter disregard of the prescriptive right of rank and file tribesmen or nontribal cultivators. This new economic power of the shaikhs and aghas was, however, in its essence a concealed threat to their very historical existence, for it was alienating them from the only real source of their power: their tribe. It was substituting for the life-renewing patriarchal and blood relationships–where these existed-the new subversive relationships of production. This ultimately was to lead to the undoing of the shaikhs and aghas.


 


The history of the shaikhs, as traced thus far, reveals that powerful shaikhs–and this applies pari passu to begs and aghas–were a concomitance of weak cities; and that, inversely, the growth of cities involved the political decline of the shaikhs. A despoiled and helpless Baghdād, river works in ruin, transport by pack animals or rope-drawn boats, an inanimate and faltering trade, a middle class dying out–in such conditions the shaikh throve, his pastures spread, and his laws and lawlessness held sway. But the first stirrings of Baghdād, the determination of a few spirited Ottoman governors, a small number of iron steamers–often on irregular river sailings–constantly interrupted telegraphic lines, and a revived but as yet restricted trade were enough by the early years of the twentieth century to unbalance the shaikh and, in the more accessible areas, to disperse and decompose his tribe. When we come, however, to the period 1917-1958–and more particularly 1941-1958–we encounter an unusual phenomenon: a Baghdād throbbing with a vigor long unknown, a middle class in continuous growth and already intensely articulate, a modern education still meager in content but extending in bounds, paved roads, railroads, and air services gradually spanning more and more of the country, a commerce still hesitant but in a lively mood–all this coexisted with a newly born, artificially isolated structure of vast semifeudal estates, where the enfeebled shaikh of a few decades earlier now ruled practically unchallenged as landlord, producing for a market, and as absolute master of a peasantry by this time depressed to a condition resembling serfhood. In other words, the circumstances–the development of towns, of the central government, of commerce, and of communications–that, in the nature of things, should have hastened the downfall of the shaikh, were on the contrary attended by the growth of a new commercial shaikhly semifeudalism. What accounts for this unnatural result, for what in essence is a reversal of history? Before providing an explanation, it is appropriate to draw a number of distinctions with respect to the stratum of shaikhs and aghas, and to cast a look at the structure of their rule.


The tribal chiefs of the period 1917-1958 could be differentiated in a number of ways.


In the first place, there were those to whose leadership a religious significance was attached and who, though commanding tribes, did not, as a rule, stand in any blood relationship to them. They were either sādah or “guides” of mystic brotherhoods, or combined the one capacity and the other. The tribal sādah abounded in the Arab Shī‘ī areas, particularly in the mid-Euphrates, and are given attention elsewhere.81 Chiefs of mystic paths, enjoying authority over tribes, were confined to the Kurdish belt. To this category belonged, for example, Shaikh Aḥmad of Barzān and Shaikh Maḥmūd of Barzinjah. Shaikh Aḥmad, brother of Mulla Muṣṭafa al-Barzānī, leader of the Kurdish revolution of the sixties and seventies, owed his tribal influence to the ascendancy that his family had exercised for more than a century over the adherents of the Naqshbandī mystic order82 in the mountain villages above the east bank of the Greater Zāb. Shaikh Maḥmūd, who was also regarded with great religious veneration, descended from a family of sādah, which had long provided the leaders of the Qadīrī dervish community of Sulaimāniyyah, and was at the same time Sulaimāniyyah’s biggest landowner and, in 1918-1919 and for a time in the twenties, the paramount chief of its tribes. Subsequently, however, he lost much of his tribal power.83


In the second place, landed tribal chiefs were differentiable into a number of types, not necessarily mutually exclusive, namely, into (a) leaders of tribal freeholding farmers; (b) owners of estates or village land tenanted by sharecropping peasants from their own tribes; (c) shaikhs owning estates tilled partly or largely by mawālī or radd, that is, by client or extraneous tribesmen; and (d) aghas possessing village land cultivated by nontribal serf-like miskīns (“miserables”). The first type of chiefship, which was of infrequent occurrence, rested on kinship, and approached the patriarchal ideal. The authority of the third type of tribal leaders, which grew out of ties of patronship or ties essentially economic in character, could be very arbitrary; but most oppressive was the power of the agha of a miskīn village, which was likened by one British political officer to that of “the English feudal baron in the time of Stephen.”84 The other tribal chiefs, while beneficiaries of cheap labor, were less of an affliction. However, the basic general tendency was for shaikhships to develop sooner or later along quasi feudal lines. As the British government noted in 1931 in a special report to the League of Nations, “patriarchal tribal government, once the nomad life is abandoned, tends to become a feudal state in which the overlord alone derives benefit from the change.”85


In the third place, a meaningful distinction could be made between tribal chiefs in terms of the size of the muqāṭa‘ahs or estates that they overlorded. From this standpoint, the biggest were the heads of the families of al-Yāwer of the tribe of Shammar aj-Jarba‘, al-Amīr of Banī” Rabī‘ah, al-Yāsīn of Mayyāḥ, al-Qaṣṣāb of as-Sarrāi,86 and aj-Jaryān of Albū Sulṭān,87 each of whom owned in 1958 more than 100,000 dūnums of land (see Table 4-2). Also important were the families of Begzādah of the Jāf tribe,88 al-Farḥān of Shammar aj-Jarba‘, and as-Sa‘dūns, ex-chiefs of the Muntafiq. For the areas owned by these families, turn to Table 5-3. No less significant was another stratum of big shaikhs who were not landowners, but holders under lease of vast tracts of state land. To this stratum belonged the principal shaikhs of Albū Muḥammad, al-Azairij, and Banī Lām. For the size of their landholdings in 1951, consult Table 6-13.


As is clear from the geographic location of the tribes that were subject to their power (see Map 3), big shaikhdoms characterized the lower Tigris, the Gharrāf, the Ḥillah Branch of the mid-Euphrates, and the Sinjār district of the province of Mosul, that is, regions which had been relatively recently restored to cultivation,89 or which had not had a very close concentration of settled people.


MAP 3


Tribes Mentioned in Table 5-3 and in Chapter 6
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As noteworthy is the apparent direct correlation between political quiescence and big shaikhdoms: with few exceptions, the big landed shaikhs and begs or, to be more historically accurate, the shaikhs and begs that became big landowners under the monarchy, had provided a shaikhly anchor for British policy during and after the years of the British occupation, taking no part in the Iraqi uprising of 1920 or in the subsequent movement against the “Mandate.” They also had no share in the tribal rebellions of 1935-1937. This is in marked contrast to the majority of the smaller shaikhs90 of the Hindiyyah and Shāmiyyah Branches of the middle Euphrates and of the lower reaches of this river, who formed the backbone of the anti-British movement and of the risings of the thirties. However, some of the shaikhs of the Ḥillah Shaṭṭ who would later become large landholders participated in the 1920 events but, as the then British civil commissioner brought out, they “mostly followed their tribesmen rather than led them.”91


The explanation for the fact just mentioned is to be sought in yet another element that differentiated among tribal chiefs: the powerful influence that the Shī‘ī ‘ulamā’ of Najaf and Karbalā’ exercised, particularly in the twenties, over the rank-and-file tribesmen of the middle and lower Euphrates, which made it difficult for the shaikhs of these regions–irrespective of their status–to ignore clerical injunctions. The shaikhs of other Arab areas, including the Shī‘ī shaikhs of the Tigris and the Gharrāf, were far less susceptible to pressures from the religious class.


A characteristic that was shared by a large number of the smaller Shāmiyyah and Hindiyyah shaikhs and the big Albū Muḥammad shaikhs on the Tigris was rice growing, and the seemingly attendant extreme autocratic authority over their peasants. The reason for this extremism was probably the severe life that rice cultivation imposes and the organized labor and constant attention that it requires.


One thing the big shaikhs of the Gharrāf and the small shaikhs of the lower Euphrates had in common was that a large part of the lands that their tribes occupied was held in ṭāpū by the absentee Sa‘dūns family–a legacy, as we have seen, from Turkish times. They were now obliged by order of the government to hand over to the Sa‘dūns a share of the produce of the land as rent.92 This came to be less of an annoyance to the big shaikhs of the Gharrāf as they acquired extensive areas in their own names and encroached unhindered on state lands.


One remaining significant point was the greater likelihood of literacy among the tribal chiefs of the Shāmiyyah and Hindiyyah Shaṭṭs than among those of other regions. This was in all probability due to the closeness of the former to the holy city of Najaf, which had been for long a center of Shī‘ī learning. At least one of the Shāmiyyah chiefs wrote a book,93 which on the part of a shaikh is an extraordinary performance.


 


How was an Arab shaikhly muqāṭa‘ah or estate94 organized? To begin with, there were differences in organization from one region to another, but they were not great. Moreover, the bigger shaikhs owned or held several estates which were, however, as a rule, contiguous. Of course, the muqāṭa‘ah was tribally based, and the first authority in it was the shaikh. His title and rank were transmissible to heirs, but not necessarily by primogeniture, the ruling family usually selecting from among its members the man deemed most qualified to command.95 In bygone years the shaikh’s position was to a lesser or greater degree circumscribed by tribal custom, but as the bonds between him and his tribesmen weakened, and from being patriarchal became essentially economic, tribal tradition gave way more and more to his arbitrary will. At the same time he began to rely increasingly on his ḥūshiyyah,96 that is, his private armed guard. This development differed in intensity from province to province, and tended to be more pronounced in muqāṭa‘ahs where much of the agricultural work was done by extraneous or client tribes or tribal fragments. “Shaikhs,” wrote in 1921 the British political officer of the ‘Amārah division, “have on more than one occasion told me that in order to maintain law and order among their tribesmen they must thoroughly frighten them, mitigating this treatment by occasional rewards.”97 Significantly, when, on the outburst of the 1920 revolt, the British abandoned the Muntafiq, the paramount shaikhs of the province left with them. The shaikhs, who until then had, in the words of a British divisional adviser, “been bolstered up by British gold and British bayonets,” did not return until British troops again marched through their territory.98 Similarly, in 1922, when the authority of the Baghdād government had to be temporarily withdrawn from some areas of Dīwāniyyah, the tribal chiefs, left to their own devices, could no longer command the respect of their tribesmen.99 Such situations enhanced the value of the ḥūshiyyah in the eyes of the shaikh, and tended to lend to this institution a clearly coercive character.


The ḥūshiyyah’s function was to guard the shaikh, execute his will, supervise his peasants, and protect his properties. More often than not, its members were recruited from outside the shaikh’s own tribe, and were regarded by him as his slaves.100 In some cases, they were murderers or perpetrators of other crimes who, fleeing justice, took refuge with the tribe and attached themselves to the shaikh.101 The strength of the ḥūshiyyah differed according to the shaikh’s means and the status of his relations with his tribesmen or peasants. In 1917 the amīr of Rabī‘ah, whose tribe counted between 2,200 and 3,000 men, had a ḥūshiyyah of 250 horsemen.102 In 1944 the ḥūshiyyah of Muḥammad al-‘Araibī, shaikh of Albū Muḥammad, numbered 552 men, and his tribesmen a little over 5,000.103 In 1958 ‘All Sha’lān of Khazā‘il commanded a ḥūshiyyah of 98 men and a tribe of about 4,000.104 Within the ḥūshiyyah there were gradations. Some of its members tended to rise above others in the favor of the shaikh, and were known to be particularly devoted to his person. They, therefore, received higher rewards and were in effect the elite of the ḥūshiyyah. They were necessarily limited in number. Of the scale of their income we do not have an exact idea. According to a 1944 report by the Mutasarrif105 of ‘Amārah province, the 552 men of the ḥūshiyyah of Shaikh al-‘Araibī were paid for their services in two ways: 308 received a total of 603 tons of rice, and the remainder had been granted lands amounting to 2,175 dūnums, each holding a plot corresponding to his rank. These lands were not tilled by them but by the peasants of the shaikh, and incurred no “feudal” charges. The latter group was obviously better rewarded, but itself embraced a small, favored upper crust.106 The ḥūshiyyah was also differentiated with respect to function. Some of its members, for example, had the odious task of inflicting bodily punishment. Others, the dawāfī, had charge of the boats of the shaikh and his family. Still others, the shiḥniyyah, guarded the crop during the harvest season and received extra bonuses for their vigilance.107 In some tribes, such as the ‘Azzah which lived in the Diyalah country on the Khāliṣ canal, the shiḥniyyah or shiḥnah, as they were also called, were temporary foot guardsmen drawn from the peasantry and distinguishable from the shaikh’s permanent mounted guard, known in this region as the charkhachīs.108


One unavoidable man on the shaikh’s domain, and usually the most trusted of his attendants, was the qahwajī or coffeemaker, who had responsibility for the muḍīf, which was not merely the tribal guest-house, but also the center from which the shaikh administered his estate.


In some areas, the second most important tribal personage after the shaikh was al-farīḍah al-‘ārifah (literally, “the knowing ordinance”), a spiritual man of sorts, who was learned in the tradition of the tribe and helped the shaikh in settling matters in dispute. He was treated with special deference, and showered with shaikhly gifts. The shaikh tried to achieve through him what he could not secure through his ḥūshiyyah– a willing acquiescence by his tribesmen in his rule.


In the Shī‘ī country there was in certain tribal villages a religious figure with a more or less regularized authority: the mūman, who was usually a graduate of a religious school, and acted as the agent of the chief mujtahid of Najaf, the supreme religious leader of the Shī‘ī sect.109 However, some of the mūmans, in particular the itinerant sort, were cheats and lived off the peasantry.


It remains to bring out that the shaikhly estate was divided into a number of units called shabbahs, differing in size in different districts, and that each shabbah had a sirkāl110–a corruption of the Persian sirkār (literally, “a supervisor of work”). The sirkāls had direct charge of cultivation, and sometimes labored on the land side by side with the peasants. Usually they were the heads of the tribal sections, and either rented the land from the shaikh and operated it somewhat independently or simply, and in return for a share of the produce, were mere agents of the shaikh.


If the effective unit in the Arab tribal countryside was the tribally based estate, in the Kurdish belt it was the village or gund which, as a rule, clustered around a water source. The wealthier tribal begs or aghas owned, it goes without saying, numerous villages. As in the case of the Arab shaikhs, their position, though hereditary, did not always pass to the first-born. Again, like the bigger Arab shaikhs, they had their guest-house–the dīwān-khānah; their coffee-maker–the qahwajī; and their retainers–the pyshtmala (literally, “the support of the house”). In some instances, the Kurdish chieftain’s house attendants, the khulām,111 were distinguished from the attendants who accompanied him when he rode out, and who were called ḍhalām.112 The beg’s or agha’s villages were also not without their mullah, the leader of the local mosque, and their dervishes or mystic friars. But here, as in the Arab shaikhly estate, it was the men directly responsible for cultivation–the sirkārs, or the kökhas, that is, the chiefs of sections of the peasant clans, or the headmen of the miskīns– and, of course, more so the peasants, that were the real producers and real representatives of agrarian interests.113


 


It is time to revert to the question that has been left unanswered: how were the enfeebled shaikhs and aghas of the last decades of the Turkish period able under the monarchy to expand and strengthen their feudal-like grip over their peasants, or to turn their once free-living tribesmen into sharecropping semiserfs in the shadow of a growing city life and an ascending central government?


An incomplete but basic explanation is that a new and extraneous force–the British–entered in 1914 the conflict between the cities and the tribal chiefs depicted in preceding pages, and threw the weight of its influence on the side of the shaikhs and aghas.


Why the British should have desired to arrest or even reverse the process of tribal decomposition and to maintain and prop up the tribal leaders may only secondarily be attributed to a certain amount of prejudice on the part of some of their officials against the people of the cities, or to a more distinct tendency towards romanticizing the shaikhly stratum. “The longer the tribal system can be preserved,” remarked one British political officer in 1918, “the better; and when at last it fails from natural causes, it is to be hoped that. . . no low-born Baghdadi will be permitted to dance prematurely and indecently on its grave.”114 Gertrude Bell, the Oriental secretary of the high commissioner, wrote in 1922 of the shaikhs: “They are the people I love, I know every tribal chief of any importance through the whole length and breadth of Iraq, and I think them the backbone of the country.”115 More detached Englishmen on the spot had other things to say. “We tend to regard,” wrote the political officer of ‘Amārah Division in November 1920,


the shaikh qua shaikh as of great importance in keeping his muqāṭa‘ah in order, whereas as a matter of fact he is more or less of a figurehead, with very little power beyond that which he obtains from the support of government. The individuality of the shaikh, in this Division, counts for very little. We have fallen into the error of over-rating his value and consulting him too much, to the exclusion of educated and far-seeing men of other classes . . . . We have lost sight of the fact that the shaikh does not represent agricultural interests from the point of view of either the sirkāl116 or the fallāḥ.117


The political officer of Ḥillah, writing in 1917 in a somewhat similar vein, revealed how difficult it had been in his district “to force the [tribal] sections to pay some heed to their shaikhs.”118 From the standpoint of the Sulaimāniyyah officer of 1919, the revival of tribalism was “a retrograde movement.” “One may even remember,” he said, “that so long as Scotland remained tribal, it produced nothing and nationally was a pauper.’119 The Shāmiyyah officer, for his part, noted that in his division the big tribal unit was disintegrating, and that this “reflects the desires of the people themselves who are openly averse to its tyranny” because it “places great power in the hands of a chief whom they seldom see–a power which he usually wields to fill his own pocket and which they know he could not possess but for the support of government.”120 Reporting the murder in 1921 of three shaikhs by their own tribesmen, the Muntafiq divisional adviser brought out that in his area the tribes appeared anxious “to throw off all vestige of control by the shaikh.”121


If in many regions, as is clear, shaikhly power was not desired by the tribesmen nor conducive to their well-being, why did the English proceed to rebuild and solidify it?


The shaikh’s usefulness to the English may initially have been a mere expedient. He was the readiest medium to hand through which they could carry on the administration of the countryside. Other alternatives–the distrusted officials of the former Turkish government, and the “semi-educated young townsman,”122 the bête noire of British officials–were unpalatable. There will always be cause to wonder whether the shaikh who, at least in some areas, appears to have been, as one British officer put it, “usually ignorant, narrow-minded, and unprogressive” and unlikely to “recommend any scheme which however beneficial to the rest of the community touches his pocket or his dignity in the slightest degree,”123 was more fitted for provincial government. At any rate, what may have begun as an administrative expedient ended as a political necessity.


The necessity arose from the circumstance that English policy in the twenties was subject to two influences that were somewhat incompatible. On the one hand, in view of their general economic conditions, the English had to be sparing in their expenditure (“We have no money to spend in Mesopotamia,” the secretary of state for India had warned in 1920124) which in due course led to a drastic reduction of British military forces.125 On the other hand, they were averse to abandoning the crucial levers of power in Iraq. This found a mirroring in the Treaties of 1922 and 1926 and in the Subsidiary Military, Judicial, Financial, and British Employees Agreements of 1924.126 The problem for British policy was, therefore, how to retain control under conditions of relative military weakness. Since strength could not be had from economy-minded England, it could only be sought in Iraq itself, and mainly by an appropriate balancing of internal political forces.


To obviate the necessity for large and expensive bodies of fighting men, British supremacy had naturally to be as little conspicuous as possible. For this reason Iraq was given a king and an army. The king, who owed the English so much (note Gertrude Bell’s: “I’ll never engage in creating kings again; it’s too great a strain” [July 8, 1921] and “We’ve got our King crowned” [August 28, 1921]),127 could not, however, be expected simply to rule for them. He had ideas and interests of his own.128 He and his army were, therefore, hedged not only legally by the provisions of the aforementioned treaties,129 but also in more tangible terms.


For one thing, the army was kept below strength and on a strictly voluntary basis, so that it was only partly effectual, and at the same time financially back-breaking.130 For another thing, the mercenary, British-officered, locally recruited “Iraq Levies” were expanded–a much cheaper proposition than that of bringing in British or Indian troops–and was now drawn exclusively from the small unintegrated racial and religious minority of Assyrians.131 Finally–and it is here that the shaikhs and aghas came into play–while the king was allowed to be militarily stronger than any single tribal chief, he was left weaker than some or all of the tribal chiefs together. As late as March 1933, in a memorandum circulated among a few of his confidants, King Faiṣal complained, as has been noted in another connection, that “in this kingdom there are more than 100,000 rifles, whereas the government has only 15,000.”


Under such circumstances the English could always use one group or other of the big tribal chiefs to check any possible deviation by the king from the line upon which they had their will fixed. When, for instance, in 1922 Faiṣal took upon himself to work for the defeat of the British “mandatory” scheme for Iraq, Shaikh ‘Addāi aj-Jaryān of Albū Sulṭān and fifteen other shaikhs from the Ḥillah Shaṭṭ strongly protested in a telegram to the high commissioner their “support for this useful scheme without which the ‘Iraq and her sons cannot achieve progress.”132 The shaikhs of Banī Rabī‘ah, for their part, made known that they viewed “with sincere horror the possible withdrawal of British supervision.”133 More than that, Shaikh ‘Alī Sulaimān of the Dulaim and forty other tribal chiefs, in an audience with Faiṣal, unabashedly reminded him that “they had sworn allegiance to him on condition that he accepted British guidance.”134


The balance that the English thus held was not, to be sure, always tilted against the king. If a shaikh or agha kicked over the traces, or grew uncomfortably strong, or defied at the wrong turn the authority of Faiṣal, the English did not hesitate to cut him down to size, or to remove him altogether, or even to bomb his villages, burn his crops, and disperse his tribe.135


A condition of balance was maintained not only between the king and the tribal chiefs, but also between shaikh and shaikh, and agha and agha. Thus in the Kurdish district of Rānya, the English so arranged matters as to be able, when necessary, to play off the aghas of the Ākō tribe against the agha of Pīrān, and the agha of Pīrān against the agha of Pizhdar.136 For balancing purposes, the principle of state ownership of the land proved convenient. For example, the richest estate of the province of ‘Amārah, the Shahālah, which had been held under lease by Shaikh Muḥammad al-‘Araibī of the Albū Muḥammad, was divided in 1922 between him and another chief of the same tribe, Shaikh Fāliḥ aṣ-Ṣaihūd, because, other things considered, the division insured, in the words of a British official report, “a better and safer balance of power among the Albū Muḥammad shaikhs than that existing.’137


The English drew sustenance, therefore, from the multiplicity of rival local forces and from the equilibrium in which they kept them. By this means, ironically enough, they made themselves, at least in the twenties, indispensable to Faiṣal: he could not, while they held the reins, radically correct his sad military condition; but on this very account he would not have been able to deal with two simultaneous tribal risings had the British suddenly withdrawn from the country. In this game the tribal chiefs, in particular the bigger ones, were not mere marionettes. They tried their best, as Faiṣal himself put it in 1927, “to profit by any disagreements. . . between the British and the Iraq Government to weaken both and thereby strengthen their own position and avoid paying taxes.”138 But in pressing this fact upon the attention of the English, Faiṣal was also obviously playing for his own hand.


How jealous the English were in safeguarding the existing power equation can be gathered from their reaction to any attempt to upset it. Throughout the twenties one of the most cherished ideas of Faiṣal and his officers was conscription.139 The application of this principle would not only have reduced substantially the cost of the king’s army and allowed a considerable increase in its numbers, but would also have undermined the shaikhs and aghas by depriving them of some of their best men and demolishing the rigid lines between the tribes. The English, as could be expected, strongly opposed the idea. Even when the king’s officers undertook to restrict conscription to townsmen, they refused to permit any reference to this matter in the Schedule of Expansion of the Iraq Army attached to the Military Agreement of 1924, “as this might cause groundless apprehension in tribal areas.”140 When at length, in 1927, in the teeth of their resistance, the king’s government drew up a conscription bill, the British high commissioner, determined to prevent its passage, insisted that Iraq’s premier should make clear, in a special statement before Parliament, that the British government would not agree to the use of British forces to support the measure if some elements of the population were to oppose it.141 Significantly, when in 1928 talk of a conscription bill was revived, one tribal chief, ‘Abd-ul-‘Abbās al-Farhūd of Banī Rabī‘ah, declared in a meeting attended by the shaikh-deputies, that he had a following of 3,000 men and “would rather go over to Ibn Sa‘ūd than have them conscripted.” Another shaikh, Manshad al-Ḥubayyib of al-Ghazzī, said he would do the same.142


The English were also careful not to allow any disturbance of the power scale through the weakening of the tribal chiefs’ hold on the land. When, for example, in 1926 the Iraqi Ministry of Finance sought to “destroy . . . the system under which large tracts of country are leased to (the) semi-feudal tribal chiefs” of ‘Amārah, the high commissioner interposed his “veto,”143 and prevailed upon a conference, attended by the premier, the minister of interior, the minister of finance, and their British advisers, to adopt “the most important decision. . . that there should be no deliberate policy of breaking down the position of the larger shaikhs.”144


In propping up the tribal chiefs, the English did not think in terms of a counterpoise merely against the king and his men, but also against the cities and towns, which were the real centers of opposition to British rule. The old division between tribesmen and townsmen was turned to advantage and, in no small measure, solidified. A special code, the Tribal Criminal and Civil Disputes Regulation, excluded the tribesmen from the jurisdiction of the national courts and imparted a binding force to their usages and customs.145 The high commissioner made a point of impressing upon the Iraqi government that the code was a “regular law of the country,”146 and had to “restrain” successive Iraqi cabinets from doing away with it.147 Under one of its sections–Section 40–any undesirable townsman could be removed from the tribal territories and even, on an interpretation put forward in 1925, from nontribal areas, and be required to live at such place within Iraq as an administrative order might specify.148 This interpretation had the effect of extending to the cities the force of what in essence was an arbitrary administrative regulation.


The policy of separating tribesmen from townsmen was carried to the extent of planning for a special residential school for the sons of tribal shaikhs on the lines of Gordon College at Kharṭūm or the chiefs’ colleges in India. “Boys of this class,” read a 1918 British report, “should not be sent to urban schools to herd with townsmen and be corrupted by the manifold vices of an Iraq city, nor should they associate with those whom their parents regard as their inferiors.”149 Money for a shaikhs’ college was allowed in, and afterwards cut out from, every budget during the years 1920-1924.150 In the end the project was thought to be too costly.


How far did the English go in reviving and solidifying the power of the shaikh and agha?


In the first place, the process of tribal disintegration was reversed. The progress of villages toward independence from surrounding tribes was as far as possible arrested, the commingling of different tribes forbidden, and the escape of peasant tribesmen from the shaikhs’ lands prevented.151 In Kurdistan, in the words of the British political officer of Sulaimāniyyah, “every man who could be labelled as a tribesman was placed under a tribal leader; . . . petty village headmen were unearthed and discovered as leaders of long dead tribes; disintegrated sedentary clans . . . were told to reunite and remember that they had once been tribesmen.”152 Wherever possible and advisable, the power in each tribe was vested in one man, a sectional head being elevated to paramount rank. The English went to great length to vindicate the authority of this man. For example, when a subsection of the Albū Sulṭān pursued in 1918 a blood feud, in defiance of the chosen paramount shaikh ‘Addāi aj-Jaryān, the political officer concerned marched out with a force of levies, destroyed the village of the subsection and, by way of penalty, deprived it of cattle worth 6,000 rupees or more.153 Again, in 1926 the English used armored cars and aircraft to beat off sub-tribes rebelling against Shaikh ‘Ajīl al-Yāwer of Shammar.154 Not all the tribal chiefs aspired to this sometimes not too comfortable overlord-ship. In one instance, the shaikh nominee sat “for many days . . . on the Political Officer’s doorstep pleading old age and a hundred and one other excuses and begging to be allowed to live quietly without the worry of the tribe.155 In another instance, the appointed chief freed himself of the burden of the shaikhship by proceeding on a pilgrimage to Mecca.156 The subshaikhs also had no liking for the tribal overlord-ship. In one district the leaders of four tribal sections went to the great pain of assembling all the important local persons to persuade the political officer that their sections were not one tribe, but four.157


In the second place, the paramount tribal chief became responsible for the administration of the law among his tribesmen. He settled, in effect, all disputes between them, although theoretically his findings in important cases had to receive–according to Section 8(10) of the Tribal Disputes Regulation–the approval of the political officer. He was also charged with the collection of government revenue. No practical safeguard existed against his abuse of any of these powers. It was not easy to implement the condition that the shaikh or agha should conduct himself towards his tribesmen “in a manner consonant with British ideas of justice,”158 for sometimes, if not often, it was “extremely difficult,” as one British officer complained, “for any one outside (the shaikhs’ muqāṭa‘ahs) to arrive at the real truth of things.”159


In the third place, the dignity of the position of the tribal chiefs was enhanced by their “election” to Parliament. They had not been privileged in the Ottoman period to sit in the Majlis al-Mab‘ūthān.160 In the Turkish Chamber, which was elected in 1914, only one out of the 34 deputies representing Iraq descended from a shaikhly family, but was himself by birth and ideas a townsman.161 By contrast, out of the 99 members who made up the Iraqi Constituent Assembly of 1924, no fewer than 34 were shaikhs and aghas.162 The allotment of so large a number of seats to their class was justified on the ground that “the tribal muḍīf163 is a better training center for citizens than the coffee shop.”164 Significantly enough, the 34 chiefs took an oath, before the gathering of the Assembly, “to support the [Anglo-Iraqi] Treaty [of 1922] and not to take any action without common consent.” They also pronounced themselves in favor of the introduction of clauses into the Organic Law that would provide for “full and even a more extensive use” of the Tribal Disputes Regulation, and for the “non-alienation” of the government lands of which they had possession.165 But they did not for long remain in accord, as the English had hoped. At the appropriate moment, however, enough of them were marshaled and the passage of the treaty made sure.


The position of the tribal chiefs was also reinforced by economic means. The land tenure policy–which is discussed at another point–was to a large extent subordinated to this end. The interests of state revenue were similarly affected. Collection of the land tax had never been efficient in Turkish days. Not infrequently, the procedure was for officials to estimate the crops by eye or to arrive at the amount over a cup of coffee in the shaikh’s muḍīf or the agha’s dīwān-khānah. Some chiefs refused or evaded payment. Occasionally a military force would be sent out. In one instance a recalcitrant shaikh and some of his relatives were publicly executed and the revenue demand collected in full.166 But when no force could be spared, contributions lapsed. However, even under circumstances of this kind, the Turks managed in 1911 to realize as much as the equivalent of 731,000 dīnārs167 of revenue from land, and 179,000 dīnārs from the koda or animal head tax. In absolute terms receipts from these sources were greater during the years of the British Occupation and Mandate (consult Table 6-2) but, as was pointed out by a high British revenue official in 1924, the actual increase was small, and the higher figures “largely explicable by the higher level of prices.”168 Be that as it may, agriculture, being Iraq’s primary source of wealth, can hardly be said to have in those years contributed its proper share to the state budget. Only in 1918 did this share approach the 1911 Turkish percentage. Otherwise, while in 1911 land revenue produced 44.3 percent of all state receipts, in 1919 it yielded only about 30 percent; in 1921, 27.6 percent; in 1926, 23 percent; and in 1930, 11.7 percent. By contrast, as is clear from the same table, realizations from the indirect customs and excise dues rose markedly. In part, the relatively low land revenue of that period could be attributed to the lack of trained revenue personnel, the absence of exact knowledge, and the difficulties in collection, but it is also explained by the overriding political consideration of solidifying shaikhly power. This tax favoritism did not extend to all tribal chiefs. The main beneficiaries were the “loyal”’ big shaikhs of the provinces of ‘Amārah and Kūt. “It is well known,” wrote the political officer of ‘Amārah in 1918, “that shaikhs are now rolling in wealth owing to the cheapness of their farm rents under our administration. . . . We have pursued a policy of generosity hitherto which has probably repaid us by inducing the shaikhs to help us to the best of their ability. But where we reduce, the shaikhs do not always reduce for their sirkāls and peasants.”169 “One thing,” he concluded, “seems clear: the policy of backing up the big shaikhs is incompatible with the principle of a wide dispersion of wealth and prosperity.”170 Although at that time ‘Amārah was one of the richest provinces of Iraq, and nearly all its lands were mīrī, that is, belonged to the state, the demand was only moderately enhanced, and the interests of revenue continued to give way to “the political object of maintaining powerful and friendly shaikhs as large landholders”171 until 1922, when a specially deputed British officer reported, after a careful inquiry, that the shaikhs could easily afford a 50 percent rise on their rents. But this was whittled down to half, partly because of falling prices. The demand from the province was, therefore, raised from 21.40 lakhs of rupees (160,500 dīnārs) in 1922 to 26.76 lakhs (200,700 dīnārs) in 1923. None the less, only 22.26 lakhs (166,950 dīnārs) were actually collected because “a vociferous and persistent complaint arose from some of the most influential shaikhs” and the reiteration of the complaint “at the somewhat difficult moment of the passage of the Treaty.” For this reason, and to make allowance for the “thriftless ways” of the tribal chiefs, the assessment was revised and the increase, introduced in 1923, spread over a period of five years.172 In 1926, however, the high commissioner permitted an annual enhancement of about three lakhs.173 Accordingly, ‘Amārah contributed 25.79 lakhs, or 193,425 dīnārs, in 1928.174 The tax burden borne by the big shaikhs of Kūt was lighter. In fact, the payments of their province decreased from 4.71 lakhs (35,325 dīnārs) in 1918175 to 3.48 lakhs (26,100 dīnārs) in 1928.176 An attempt by the king’s government in 1922 to raise, in the interest of “uniformity,” the revenue demand rate on the shaikhs’ lands was opposed by the English on the ground that the step “cannot but have serious consequences in sensitive tribal areas.” “The ordering,” they added, “of drastic changes by an academic cabinet without consulting the local authorities [that is, the British administrative inspector] is to be deprecated.”177


One privilege which all landed tribal chiefs enjoyed was immunity, until 1927, from the property tax. The Iraqi Council of Ministers had tried two years earlier to extend the effect of this tax, which fell only upon townsmen, to property in villages of not less than fifty buildings, but the high commissioner asked the king to block the measure on the ground that it “would open a wide door to oppression.”178


Another means by which tribal chiefs were buttressed was the system of subsidies and cash presents. This had particular application to the leaders of nomadic tribes. In 1926, for example, ‘Ajīl al-Yāwer, the paramount shaikh of Shammar, received 1.68 lakhs (12,600 dīnārs), and Fahd ibn Ḥaḍhḍhal of ‘Anizah 1.44 lakhs (10,800 dīnārs) for “services rendered” and by way of reward for their “protection” of the overland routes which they themselves endangered. The Iraq Parliament had resolved at the beginning of 1926 to abolish these and other shaikhly allowances, but the resolution was reversed upon the insistence of the high commissioner. No other machinery, he argued, had been developed for the control of the western and northwestern frontiers.179 The high commissioner had also allowed both shaikhs to collect a fixed fee from the members of their own tribes wishing to make purchases in towns. Moreover, he had temporarily authorized one of the shaikhs of Shammar to exact a khāwah or toll from unescorted caravans and motorcars on the road to Syria.180 Over and above this, he had given the Iraqi government on August 24, 1925, the “very reluctant” advice to permit raiding between Shammar and ‘Anizah because the shaikhs had remonstrated with him that “unless their tribes were permitted to carry on their traditional raiding, they would not be able to keep them together under them and the bulk would desert to Syrian territory” where such warfare was not discouraged.181 A campaign of “licensed raiding” followed, which before long encroached on cultivated and nontribal regions, attracted semisettled tribesmen, and produced a welter of ferocious blood feuds and “exceedingly high” casualties.182


From the foregoing observations it should be clear that the semi-feudal shaikhly structure of the “mandatory” period did not derive its strength from any inner vitality. Life was pumped into it artificially by an outside force that had an interest in its perpetuation. In other words, the shaikhs and aghas, at least for the most part, ruled not by virtue of their own power or the willingness and loyalty of their peasants, but by the desire and sufferance of the English.


However, even while building up the tribal chief, the English unwittingly undermined him, for their presence implied more order, greater security, and improved communications, all of which, along with other factors, rendered him, from the standpoint of the peasant, increasingly superfluous.


But if the power of the tribal chiefs had come to depend so much on English presence, why didn’t it decline after the withdrawal of English internal control in 1932? To answer this question, it is necessary to cast a glance at the policy of Iraq’s monarchic government.


 


In the twenties and thirties, the monarch and the tribal chiefs were basically rivals. The former represented the ideal of a unified community, the latter its negation. The growth of the monarch’s power involved, therefore, the weakening of the position of the shaikhs and aghas.


By reason of its newness, its non-Iraqi origin, and its condition of dependence, the monarchy inspired in its early years neither awe nor affection. Many of the bigger tribal leaders had given the king an oath of fealty merely for the sake of form and to please England. “O Faiṣal,” said the shaikhs of Dulaim and ‘Anizah to the king when he paid them a visit on the Euphrates on July 31, 1921, “we swear allegiance to you because you are acceptable to the British government.”183 From the point of view of a monarch bent on consolidating his rule over the whole of Iraq, such a definition of political relationships was intolerable; and from the outset, Faiṣal appears to have aspired to deal a blow to these rival centers of power. Thus the first royal mutaṣarrif184 of Muntafiq came to the province in 1921 armed with “private injunctions from the King . . . to bring the [British-backed] shaikhs to heel,”185 and indeed soon put an end to their allowances and refused to confirm their appointment as tax collectors. But the hostility of the shaikhs and the obstacles thrown in his way by the British provincial adviser drove him to hand in his resignation and return to Baghdād. The king, however, ordered him back to his post, whereupon the high commissioner “strongly urged” upon Faiṣal “the undesirability” of his retention in office in view of his “unpopularity” and “unconcealed anti-British sympathies,” and the king had to yield.186 Restrained from one course of action, Faiṣal sought to attain his object by other means. We have seen already how his ministers tried to put an end to the preferential treatment accorded to the shaikhs of Kūt in matters of taxation, to split up the huge estates leased to the shaikhs of ‘Amārah, and, by the aid of the plan for a conscripted army, to tip the military balance against the tribal chiefs, and how these attempts availed nothing against the determination of the English to shield the shaikhly stratum. The king, however, had also recourse to more subtle tactics. He thus carefully cultivated the loyalty of rivals of the dominant pro-British shaikhs.187 Moreover, in 1922 his agent, friend, and mutaṣarrif in Ḥillah, ‘Ālī Jawdat al-Ayyūbī, worked out with ‘Abd-ul-Wāḥid al-Ḥājj Sikar, chief of al-Fatlah, and others known for their resistance to British rule a secret plan to set up in each tribe on the mid-Euphrates a shaikh hostile to the shaikh recognized by the British, and to organize petitions in support of their own nominees.188 Simultaneously, the king attempted to use some of the tribal leaders to improve his position vis-à-vis the British. For example, in the year just referred to, the pro-British shaikhs of the Shāmiyyah believed that the anti-Mandate propaganda, which was conducted by their rivals, and which aimed at strengthening Faiṣal’s hand in pending negotiations with the British government, had been undertaken at “the direct order” of the king, and that the funds expended on it came from him personally.189 Again in 1927 Faiṣal, intent upon securing better terms from the British, apparently gave instructions to Jamīl al-Midfa ‘ī, his mutaṣarrif in Dīwāniyyah, to induce the shaikhs of the province “to agitate” against the Anglo-Iraqi Military and Financial Agreements and for complete independence. In return for their services, certain outstanding land cases were to be settled in their favor.190 By virtue of their well-known role in the anti-British uprising of 1920, the Dīwāniyyah shaikhs were more susceptible than others of their class to this type of royal approach. Of course, from the standpoint of the king, a betterment of his position vis-à-vis the British meant in effect also a betterment of his position vis-à-vis the shaikhs themselves.


If, aside from the temporary coincidence of the interests of Faiṣal and the unprivileged anti-British shaikhs, the king and the tribal chiefs generally were political rivals, how could the continued influence of the shaikhly stratum after 1932 be accounted for?


The king’s government at Baghdād had still an inadequate fighting capacity in 1932, and could not as yet act in a decisive manner. However, in the second half of the thirties, with the great increase in the numerical strength and the Alī and artillery firepower of the armed forces,191 the shaikhs in the flatlands and the aghas in the plains–but not in the mountain fastnesses–decayed militarily. Nonetheless their economic position was left intact, and in the next two decades palpably strengthened. Their political weight was also enhanced. The reasons are not far to seek.


For one thing, Faiṣal, though eager to eliminate the military power of the tribal chiefs and to subordinate them to his authority, never envisaged their destruction as a group. “The shaikhs and aghas,” he wrote to his closest aides in 1933, “should not be given cause to feel that it is the intention of the government to wipe them out; on the contrary we should, as far as circumstances permit, assure them of their livelihood and well-being.”192


For another thing, in spite of their abhorrence of tribal power, the urban sādah-mallāks, the bureaucrat-mallāks, and the ex-Sharīfian officers-turned-mallāks, who filled the high offices of the state, had, being landholders themselves, some community of interest with that other larger stratum of landholders, the shaikhs and aghas, whom they benefited by laws made in the first instance with a view to their own good.


But far more conducive to the continuance of the shaikhly stratum was the unbalancing of the monarchic government, first, by the death of Faiṣal in 1933 and the accession of the unqualified Ghāzī; and second, by the rise in the period 1936-1941 of army officers from the middle and lower middle classes to a position of political independence. This monarchic unbalance redounded to the advantage of shaikh and agha in two ways. First, it disturbed so seriously the internal power distribution that the British had in mind for Iraq, and that at a very critical phase of the international power conflict, that it precipitated the return of the old allies of the tribal chiefs. In the ensuing short period of British reoccupation (1941-1946), it was natural, particularly in view of the fact that the military nationalism of 1941 drew its support from urban elements, that the British should readopt their old policy of strengthening the tribal countryside. The new British liaison officers, therefore, played the same role in the provinces as the political officers of the first occupation and the administrative inspectors of the “Mandate.” The tribal chiefs benefited from the unbalance in another way. Regent ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh–who had taken over the royal helm at the death of Ghazī in 1939, had run for his life at the climax of the 1941 crisis, but had been restored to authority by British guns–now realized, as did the most important man in the kingdom, Nūrī as-Sa‘īd, that in the new situation the Hashemite dynasty and the tribal chiefs had become necessary for one another and that the army, the very mainstay of royal government in the past, could no longer, despite wide-scale purges, be trusted. The alignment of internal political forces in the period 1946-1958 was, therefore, to offer a marked contrast to that of the period 1921-1933. For while in the first decade of the monarchy the king, the tribal chiefs, and the more influential of the town mallāks were divided by rivalries and mutual mistrust, and the king at various points secretly financed and cooperated with the nationalist movement, in the period 1946-1958, ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh, Nūrī as-Sa‘īd, and the bigger shaikhs, aghas, and town mallāks made common cause, all now threatened by the growth of the intensely leftist or intensely nationalist intelligentsia allied with the urban masses and, as it subsequently turned out, having a firm foothold in the army itself. It is all these factors that gave the tribal chiefs an additional, though temporary, lease on life.


One indicator of the reorientation of the monarchic policy towards the shaikhs and aghas is the great increase in the number of parliamentary seats assigned to them in the days of ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh (see Table 6-1). In a formal sense, it is not correct to speak of the “assignment” of seats to the tribal chiefs, as the pretense of “free elections” was always maintained. But confidential official reports throw ample light on the actual method of choosing deputies in the tribal country. “The elections,” wrote on the tenth of September, 1930, a British administrative inspector to the adviser of the Ministry of Interior,


“generally can be graded into three stages. Firstly, the Qāim-maqām [Subgovernor] manoeuvres himself into as strong a position as he can by arranging for the right men to be ballotted for on the Committee on Inspection. Secondly, the Qāim-maqām must arrange that a smart Committee man is sent to the out-stations to ensure that the shaikh does not become too powerful by electing as secondary electors all his own relations plus the coffee man and various other hangers-on attached to the muḍīf. Cases have been known of shaikhs manipulating the elections so that they controlled all the secondary votes in the tribe and were thus in a position to auction thirty or more votes to the highest bidder. After the second stage is properly arranged, the setting is then ready for the third and final stage, i.e., the election of deputies, which, as every one knows, is conducted informally before the event by the Mutaṣarrif [Governor] in the privacy of his office and that of the Qāim-maqām concerned.”193


TABLE 6-1


Representation of Shaikhs and Aghas in Parliament in Selected Years


(figures do not include tribal chiefs who were at the same time sādah or leaders of mystic orders)


[image: image]


aThis deputy came from a family of shaikhly origin, but was not himself a shaikh.


bThis was the number merely of Iraqi, and not of all Ottoman deputies.


Sources: The names of the deputies of 1914, 1924, 1925, and 1958 were taken from Sulaimān Faiḍī, Fī Ghamrat-in-Niḍāl, p. 140; Britain, Intelligence Reports No 7 of 3 April 1924, pp. 7-9 and No 13 of 25 June 1925, pp. 4-7; and Al-Ḥurriyyah (Baghdād) of 6 May 1958, respectively. The names of the deputies for the other years were derived from Maḥādīr Majlis an-Nuwwāb (The Records of the Chamber of Deputies) and al-Ḥasanī, Tārīkh-ul-Wizārāt, IX, 241 ff.


 


The methods of the government scarcely improved in later years despite the ending of the formality of indirect elections by Decree No. 6 of 1952.194 Except, on occasions, for some of the seats of the larger towns, royal Parliaments continued to be packed rather than elected, and to the end would possess neither moral force nor popular confidence.


The shift in the attitude of the Crown toward the shaikhly families in the days of ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh was also clearly expressed in the attempt to enhance their role in the executive branch of the slate. One big hindrance to this endeavor was the very low incidence of literacy among them. Nonetheless, their share of ministerial appointments, which had been only 1.8 percent in 1921-1932, and had dropped to nil in 1932-1941, rose to 3.4 percent in 1941-1946 and to 6 percent in 1947-1958 (see Table 7-3). Because of their distaste of discipline and their lack of the requisite qualities, not many men of the shaikhly stratum could be drawn into the officer corps. Indeed, only two attained command positions in the armed forces in the last decade of the monarchy: Staff Major General Muzhir ash-Shāwī, a divisional commander, and Air Brigadier Kāḍhim al-‘Abādī, commander of the Air Force. The former, though a Baghdādi, was from the ruling shaikhly family of the tribe of ‘Ubaid, the latter from that of al-Fatlah.


Another sign of the times was the enrollment of the majority of the big tribal chiefs in the Constitutional Union party, which was set up in 1949 under Nūrī as-Sa‘īd’s own leadership. Among others, ‘Abdallah Āl-Yāsīn of Mayyāḥ, Muḥammad Ḥabīb al-Amīr of Rabī‘ah, Mūḥān al-Khairallah of ash-Shuweilāt, ‘Abd-ul-Muḥsin aj-Jaryān of Albū Sulṭān, Majīd al-Khalīfah of Albū Muḥammad, and Ḥamīd Beg of the Jāf tribe belonged to the “Higher Directorate” of the party. All together, there were seventeen shaikhs and aghas on this body and its total membership was forty-six.195 Nūrī had for a time entertained the notion of organizing the vested interests of the country. For this reason he brought the Constitutional Union into being. But having little faith in party life and a strong predisposition for backstage politics, he allowed the party before long to fall into a moribund condition. Simultaneously, the regime forbade the organization of the other classes of the countryside. Typical of its attitude was this comment by a provincial chief of police on an application by the National Democrats to open a branch for their party in Dīwāniyyah: “In view of the fact that Dīwāniyyah is one of the more important tribal provinces and the majority of its inhabitants are simple people, approval of the application may lead to a disturbance of the public peace.”196




The partiality toward the tribal chiefs and the landed class generally was also reflected in the fiscal policy of the day. In general, as is clear from Table 6-2, revenue from land pointed to an accentuation of the community of interests between the town mallāks and the shaikhs and aghas: whereas in the period 1921-1930 land revenue produced between 11.7 and 27.6 percent of total state revenue, in the period 1931-1940 it yielded only between 7 and 10.5 percent, in the World War II period (the British reoccupation period) as high as 17.7 percent, and in the oil boom period (1952-1958) as low as 1.7 percent. Only in the last-mentioned years do the receipts of the state from oil account for the low land revenue percentage. On the other hand, after 1950 even the absolute contribution of the land to the public treasury decreased. The absolute land revenue of 1931-1940 was also lower than that of 1921-1929, but this was partly due to the depressed agricultural prices of the time. The contrasts that have just been drawn, are, however, to some extent misleading. This is because the tax on agricultural produce became, by virtue of Laws No. 83 of 1931 and No. 59 of 1933, an indirect istihlāk, or consumption tax. Only land products brought to market were now subject to a tax, at a rate which differed in different years but which, as regards the country’s major farm crops–barley, wheat, rice, and dates–never exceeded 12½ percent.197 But the really important point is that by this fiscal change the landed class was, from 1931 to the end of the monarchy, very lightly taxed, the weight of the istihlāk being in large measure passed on to the consumer through its effect on prices.198 However, as a Danish financial expert remarked in the fifties, “it is difficult. . . to see that a complete shifting to the consumer should be possible in case the istihlāk is accompanied by an export duty as actually has been the case in Iraq.”199 It is not to be thought that the change in the character of the tax alleviated in any way the lot of the peasantry, for shaikh, agha, and town mallāk continued to collect from the tiller of the land the same old portions of the agricultural produce.


Let us, for a moment, before leaving this matter of revenue, dwell on the indirect customs and excise duties to which, as is evident from Table 6-2, the main interest of the taxing authority shifted. A study of the customs duties, which were more than double the excise taxes, revealed that the duties were concentrated on a few commodities. Thus in 1950 the duty on sugar brought in almost 25 percent of the total customs receipts, that on textiles was of similar significance, and that on tea yielded about 10 percent.200 Upon whom the burden of at least two of these duties was thrown should be clear from the results of a study-shown in Table 6-3–by Dr. A. Critchley on the eating habits of the people of Baghdād.201


TABLE 6-2


Land Revenue as Contrasted with Other Sources of Revenue in the Year 1911 and the Period 1918-1958


(in thousands of dīnars)


[image: image]


[image: image]


aTotal revenue includes the figures for total oil revenue.


bLand revenue represents revenue from agricultural and natural produce.


cAnimal head tax known as koda.


dThese figures represent the revenue from the land and from the animal head tax.


e1920 was, it should be remembered, the year of the Iraqi Thawrah or Uprising.


fEffects of world depression began to be felt.


gThe land and animal taxes were until 1931 directly levied, and after that date became indirect consumption imposts. Inflationary period attending the years of World War II opened.


Sources: Bulletin Annuel de Statistique (for 1911), quoted in Great Britain, Report...on the Administration of Iraq, April 1923-December 1924, pp. 133-135; Great Britain, Review of the Civil Administration, 1914-1920, p. 119; Philip Ireland, Iraq. A Study of Political Development, p. 126; Great Britain, Reports...on the Administration of Iraq, April 1922-March 1923, pp. 100 and 102; April 1923-December 1924, p. 126; 1925, p. 89; 1926, pp. 87 and 91; 1927, p. 94; 1928, p. 93; 1929, p. 71; 1930, p. 86; and 1931, pp. 48-49; Aḥmad ‘Abd-ul-Baqī, Mizāniyyat-ud-Dawlat-il-‘Irāqiyyah (“The Budget of the Iraqi State”) (Cairo, 1947), pp. 62, 65, and 75; Iraq, Directorate of General Accounts, At-Taqrīr-us-Sanawī ‘An Ḥisābāt-id-Dawlat-il-‘Irāqiyyah (“Annual Report on the Accounts of the Iraqi State”) for 1950, pp. 58 and 60; and for 1954, p. 63; National Bank of Iraq, Quarterly Bulletin No 15 of 1955, pp. 33-35 and No 23 of 1957, pp. 33-35; K. Ḥaseeb, The National Income of Iraq, 1953-1961 (London, 1964), p. 83; and Iraq, Ministry of Economics, Statistical Abst-acts for 1956, p. 239; for 1958, p. 343; and for 1959, p. 301.


 


More conclusive than any other measure of the monarchic régime in the consolidation of the tribal chiefs was its land settlement policy or, more precisely, its practical application in the forties and fifties of the Lazmah Law No. 51 of 1932, and the Settlement of Land Rights’ Laws No. 50 of 1932 and No. 29 of 1938 as amended by Law No. 36 of 1952.202 These enactments created a new type of land tenure, lazmah, and regulated the already existing system, including the rights of ṭāpū which in 1932 were held uncertainly because of dubious or irregular Turkish title deeds. In brief, ultimate ownership of virtually all agricultural lands was in theory vested in the state. In other words, from the standpoint of the law, these lands were mīrī ox state lands. However, they were henceforth to be held by one of three kinds of mīrī tenure: ṭāpū, lazmah, and mīrī ṣirf or pure mīrī. The rights of disposal of the mīrī ṣirf remained in the hands of the state, but a large part of this class of land was rented to individuals, usually shaikhs, by auction or direct lease contract for a period which theoretically did not exceed three years. In fact, lands rented to big shaikhs tended to be rerented to them and, after their death, to their descendants. Lazmah rights were analogous to ṭāpū rights and, as indicated on other pages, both types of rights were in practice pretty much indistinguishable from rights of private ownership. However, ṭāpū rights were acquired on the strength of ten years of prescriptive use of the land, whereas, prior to an amendment incorporated in Law No. 36 of 1952, a “productive use” of the land within the fifteen years preceding the declaration of land settlement in the particular district was enough to form the basis of lazmah grants. This in effect meant that if even in the year before the relevant declaration a landholder extended his tillage to adjacent virgin state land, or a shaikh or agha or wealthy townsman erected pressure pumps and made “productive use” of large tracts of such land, this was enough to entitle them to lazmah rights. The 1952 amendment merely tied the granting of these rights to evidence sufficient to establish three years of prescriptive use.


TABLE 6-3


On Whom the Tea and Sugar Duties Weighed Most Heavily


(the people of Baghdād’s weekly expenditure on tea and sugar as percentage of total food expenditure)






	

Poorest people in ṣarīfasa




	

26%









	

Poor Moslem railway workers




	

16%









	

Better-paid Christian railway employees




	

10%









	

Iraqis with incomes from 1,000 to well




	

not stated









	

over 10,000 dīnārs




	

(insignificant)










aFor the ṣarīfas and their dwellers, see pp. 134 ff.


 


Four additional points concerning the new land settlement need to be emphasized.


First, its real beneficiaries were not Iraq’s peasants but its shaikhs, aghas, town capitalists, and higher officials.


Second, aside from the relatively small number of cases in which rights arose from long-standing usage or from old bona fide title deeds, the new settlement involved the free alienation of state land. By virtue of Law No. 73 of 1936, the lazmah and ṭāpū grants incurred only charges for water rights.203 Moreover, Law No. 20 of 1939 eliminated these charges in return for the payment of a lump sum over a specified period, and a 1941 amendment to this law reduced the sum by 20 percent if paid before the passage of ten years. Many of the grantees were able to take advantage of the favorable condition thus offered thanks to the inflated agricultural prices during the second World War, and their rise at a rate faster than that of other prices.204


Third, when it is kept in mind that in 1958 no fewer than thirty-two million dūnums of land were in private hands,205 and that of the area ploughed in that year less than one-fourth was in cultivation before World War I, and a far smaller proportion privately owned, it should become clear that the phenomenon of private or semiprivate property in Iraq was, to a predominant extent, the consequence of the land policy initiated in 1932.


Finally, in its practical effect, and insofar as the shaikhly stratum was concerned, this policy amounted to a legal recognition of a process that had been taking place for a good many decades in Iraq’s countryside: the usurpation by the shaikhs and aghas of the communal tribal domain, their dispossession of weaker neighbors, and their encroachments on virgin state land. Something must now be said about this, that is, about the origin of private shaikhly holdings; which brings us to a consideration of the third element upon which the position of the shaikhly stratum under the monarchy rested, the land–the other two elements being the already discussed policies of the British government and the Iraqi monarchy.


With the gradual opening of the world market to Iraqi products in the latter part of the nineteenth century, land became increasingly the crux of the shaikhship. In the river valleys a shaikh without land came to mean in effect a shaikh without tribe: a landless shaikh ended by commanding neither the respect nor the obedience of his tribesmen. The same happened to the agha. Possession of more and more land became, consequently, the highest social value of the tribal chief. Hence, as has earlier been noted, his transformation of the communal tribal land into his own property by the simple exertion of his will. Hence also his growing tendency toward land-grabbing. A British political officer left a very vivid description of this favorite shaikhly pastime:


A common form of land-grabbing was to build towers in a strategic position on the land coveted. In many cases, I have been told, these towers were erected in a night, full preparations were made beforehand, all materials were conveyed to the site, and in the morning the temporary owner of the land upon which the tower had been build found himself the victim of an aggressive neighbour. The next step then would either be an attempt to drive off the invader, ending up probably by bringing all the tribes round and about into the fight or a retirement from the holding until a favourable opportunity occurred for downing the invader and getting back the land.206


Such a state of affairs was possible because in much of the tribal country there was in Ottoman times no law except




the good old law, the simple plan


that he should take who has the power


and he should keep who can.207





The practice of land grabbing continued in one form or another into the twentieth century, and was still a marked feature of parts of the countryside in the period of the monarchy.


One shaikh that devoted much of his energy to trespassing on the lands of his neighbors and of the state was Mūḥān al-Khairullah, shaikh of the Shuweilāt, and for long member of parliament for the Muntafiq province. The tribe of this shaikh cultivated in 1919 on the Gharrāf an area of ten miles long by six miles broad,208 which comes to about 60,000 dūnums. By 1949, Mūḥān al-Khairullah had, in the words of the district officer of Qal‘at Sikar, “laid his hands” on “more than one million dūnums” of land.209 The governor of the province had the year before brought out that it took him no fewer than six hours to cross the land possessed by this shaikh, of which only a small part was cultivated, and urged the adoption of suitable measures to prevent him from encroaching on the state domain. 210 For their part, twenty-two smaller shaikhs from the ‘Abūdah, Banī Zaid, Kinānah, Albū Sa‘d, Banī Rikāb, Qaraghūl, and from the Shuweilāt–Mūḥān al-Khairullah’s own tribe–complained to the regent in 1949 that Mūḥān had taken the estates of al-Ḥumairiyyah and Ḥiṭamān, and the lands of the ‘Uqail from their owners by force, and attained his ends by allying himself with Sayyid ‘Abd-ul-Mahdī, many times minister of the economy and public works, and Ṣagbān al-‘Alī, shaikh of the Khafājah, and by setting the subsections of the various tribes against each other, causing thereby much bloodshed, at least fifteen being killed from the Kinānah tribe and “more than one hundred” from the Albū Sa‘d, not to mention the burning down of a large number of villages.211 No action from the side of the government appears to have followed.


Mūḥān al-Khairallah was not an exception. Other shaikhs, however, succeeded, through the mere tillage of the soil by their peasants, in obtaining legal title to most of the tracts of state land that they had occupied. The chiefs of Rabī‘ah and Mayyāḥ are cases in point. In 1917 Muḥammad al-Ḥabīb al-Amīr, paramount shaikh of Rabī‘ah, was a lessee of four government estates212 covering an area of 48,293 dūnums.213 Four decades later the same shaikh, now the father-in-law of Crown Prince ‘Abd-ul-Ilāh, held in his own name in lazmah no fewer than sixteen formerly mīrī ṣirf estates, amounting to 206,473 dūnums.214 Similarly, in 1917 Muḥammad al-Yāsīn of Mayyāḥ held only three estates–half of one in ṭāpū and the rest by lease215–but in 1958 his descendants held in ṭāpū or lazmah as many as eleven estates or a total of 344,168 dūnums.216


The backing by the dominant families of Rabī‘ah and Mayyāḥ of the right horse politically or, to be more precise, their consistent support of the policies of the English and of Nūrī as-Sa‘īd, also facilitated the affixing of the seal of law to their appropriations. The same factor accounted for the access of other shaikhs and aghas to ample estates. The Jaryāns, chiefs of the Albū Sulṭān, a section of the Zubaid tribe, to cite one example, had begun with next to nothing. In 1910 they did not have “even a piece of furniture to their name and slept in sacks.”217 But by 1958 they had accumulated 183,722 dūnums of land in the provinces of Ḥillah and Kūt,218 thanks largely to the assistance that they afforded the English during their occupation of the country and the official favor which they in consequence enjoyed.219 As with the Jaryāns, so with the Suhail an-Najms, the chiefs of Banū Tamīm, who possessed in 1958 125,502 dūnums in the provinces of Baghdād and Diyālah,220 and had helped the English in the First World War and during the 1941 events when Ḥasan as-Suhail, the founder of their fortune, fixed up landing strips on his estate for use by British Aircraft.221 A similar factor is at the basis of the access to land of Shaikh Ḥabīb al-Khaizarān of al-‘Azzah: the greater part of the 55,727 dūnums that he owned in 1958222 consisted of the rain-fed lands along the Khāliṣ River which the government of Yāsīn al-Hāshimī had granted to him in lazmah in 1936 as the price of his collaboration in the overthrow the year before of the rival cabinet of ‘Alī Jawdat al-Ayyūbī.223


One agha, Aḥmad Pasha, a chief of the Kurdish tribe of Diza’ī, whose family possessed about eighteen villages in 1918 in the district of Qush Tappa,224 and in 1958 had legal title to 52,350 dūnums of land in the province of Arbīl,225 heaped up his wealth by methods from which tribal leaders generally would have shrunk away. “In his early years,” wrote the British political officer of Arbīl in 1919,


Aḥmad Pasha was penniless and eked out a livelihood by keeping gaming tables in the Arbīl coffee shops. One day he stole two mules, went off to Kandināwah and started to cultivate. He managed to wheedle an agricultural advance out of the Turkish Government and with this he commenced his career as a usurer. He has now over £T226 50,000 out on interest at 33% per annum and is said to possess £T 200,000 in gold in his house. His agricultural enterprises have prospered and he has been a most successful land-grabber.227


 


Often a long history of violence lay behind part of the property or, to use the language of the tribes, the ḥalāl of important shaikhly families, such as those of the Jāf and Shammar. In Ottoman times the chiefs of the Jāf, the most numerous tribe of southern Kurdistan, “relentlessly persecuted” the sedentary population of the plain of Shahri-zūr, extracting yearly sums from villagers and “commandeering” anything to which they took a fancy. “The less said about them,” read a contemporary diplomatic report, “the better. Their sordid vices and scandals are of no interest but that this huge district should be a prey to such people is deplorable.”228 Official archives are also full of the accounts of depredations by the shaikhs of Shammar. In August 1871, for example, they pillaged some two hundred villages in the vicinity of Niṣībīn, killing many peasants and carrying off “the grain, cattle, and everything they could remove.”229 In February 1910 they swept off, in the regions of Mosul and Tall A‘far, about 18,000 sheep belonging to various villagers and traveling merchants.230 In 1919 they were regarded as a “public pest” and in part lived of the smaller pastoral tribes of the Jazīrah from whom they collected “tribute” on a fixed basis, “two sheep, four ewes, four lambs, and six mejīdīs231 in cash being taken in respect of each flock.”232 Of course, from the standpoint of the Sham-marites themselves, such activities could not be labelled as “robbery” or “blackmail.” As far as they were concerned, theft consisted only in taking from one of the tents of their own tribe. Moreover, though ravages and spoils did contribute to the accumulations of their shaikhs, the greater, if not the entire, portion of the 346,747 dūnums that the Yāwers, the leading family of Shammar, owned in 1958,233 had been granted to them in legal title by the monarchic government at nominal or no charges whatever. According to a 1942 report by the British embassy, the paramount Shammarite, Shaikh ‘Ajīl al-Yāwer “cultivated influential friends in high places and through them acquired much land. This was given him in order that he might settle his tribe and persuade them to give up their old habits of marauding. What he did, however, was to farm the land for his own profit with hired labour without attempting to settle the Bedouin Shammar.”234 All or the better part of the 310,314 dūnums owned in 1958 by the Farḥans,235 the cousins of the Yāwers, were obtained in much the same way. This was true also of the bulk of the 539,333 dūnums that the chiefs of the Jāf, the Jāf Begzādahs, held in the same year.236


In the period of the monarchy, the land, constituting, as it did, a central support of the position of the tribal chief, provided also, as only followed, a key to much of his political thinking and behavior. In the old days of the military confederations, the central ideal of shaikhly culture was warlike valor and the natural basis of leadership was manliness, courage, and superior strength. But now what mattered most was having an ample and rich estate. With this came increasingly to be associated shaikhly excellence and dignity.


An eminently unlettered class, the shaikhs and aghas left very little in the way of writings. They appended their names, to be sure, on many petitions which, however, often reflected less their attitudes than an excess of zeal on the part of a British political officer, or a royal mutaṣarrif, or a representative of the Najaf chief mujtahid. But here and there we get an inkling of their ideas and values. In an unofficial meeting of the Iraqi Constituent Assembly on May 22, 1924, after hearing a plea by Premier Ja‘far al-‘Askarī for the acceptance of the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty, Shaikh Sālim al-Khayyūn of Banī Asad, who led the Euphrates tribal opposition, insisted that “we will never accept this heavy treaty” and that “Ja‘far al-‘Askarī. . . is not an owner of lands as we are.”237 Obviously, the implication was that only an owner of lands had the right to bind and loosen for the country. Tribal chiefs, who supported British policies, were prone to think along similar lines. In 1922, in a remonstrance to the king, and in an unmistakable reference to the appointment as governors of nationalist ex-Sharīfian officers and as minister of commerce the nationalist leader and merchant Ja‘far Abū-t-Timman, forty pro-British shaikhs and aghas demanded, on the ground that “we are the source of revenue and. . . the interests of the state chiefly concern us and our tribes,” that the king should heed their advice and choose “for Government throughout the country only those who have the nobility of race and birth.”238 if this remonstrance did not really mirror the convictions of the tribal leaders themselves, but of some Victorian-minded political officer, it at least suggests the ideas that were being imparted to them, ideas that they were to adopt as their own.


The conscious world of shaikh and agha was very circumscribed. It was the narrow, uninspiring world of an illiterate provincial landlord, whose chief obsession was to extract the uttermost kaila239 of grain from his peasants. Of this world we have occasional glimpses from his rare contributions to the debates in Parliament. Usually he sat there without uttering a word, often with no notion of what was going on. Occasionally, however, a youthful and spirited deputy would throw down a mild challenge to his privileges, and this would bring him instantly to his feet. In 1933 a bill was introduced in Parliament to prevent peasants who were in debt to their landlord from leaving his farm, and to deny them other employment unless they had a document from him attesting that they were free from debt.240 In the course of the debate on the bill, one of the deputies suggested that since there was a shortage of agricultural labor, and the landlord had, therefore, an interest in withholding the “free from debt” document, the law should protect the peasant by at least providing for his compensation by the landlord in the eventuality of his being unduly delayed. This suggestion disturbed Shaikh Salmān al-Barrāk of the Albū Sulṭān, who could not understand how it was possible “to restrict the landlord in this manner, to force him to compensate the peasant when this is not done in any of God’s lands!” Shaikh Ḥasan as-Suhail of Banī Tamīm rose to support him and expressed the stimulating opinion that “to impose on the landlord the payment of a compensation to the peasant is to inflict on him an injustice!’ ’Shaikh Zāmil al-Mannā’ of the Ajwād was indignant. “I have never heard of such a thing”; he protested, “in no country in the world is the landlord expected to make amends to the peasant!”241


Political behavior is rarely unicausal. However, the pliancy of the tribal chiefs to British policies or their subservience to king or regent, or their participation in nationalist endeavors, were often at bottom no more than bids for the support of their private ambitions in land, that is, of their desire to preserve or add to their holdings, or to pull down land rivals, or to reverse unfavorable land decisions, or to secure preferential treatment in land revenue, or to escape revenue altogether. The big Tigris shaikhs of Kūt and ‘Amārah stood aloof from the 1920 uprising; backed the British Mandate; voted for the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty of 1930; were apathetic to the military movement of 1941 because the British government confirmed them in their large landholdings, granted them special privileges in the matter of land taxes, and assured them a virtual autonomy over their peasant tribesmen. It is also the implied or explicit threat to these holdings or privileges that explains their support of the monarchy in the forties and fifties, and their opposition to the Wathbah242 of 1948 and the Revolution of 1958. The behavior of the “patriotic” tribal chiefs could largely be interpreted in similar terms. It is enough in this regard to refer to the history of Shaikh ‘Abdul-Wāḥid al-Ḥājj Sikar of al-Fatlah, who led the 1920 anti-British Shāmiyyah tribal rising and supported the “Rashīd ‘Alī movement” of 1941. The instinctive hatred of alien rule, the exhortations of Shī‘ī men of religion, and a real taste for the old tribal freedoms no doubt contributed to ‘Abd-ul-Wāḥid’s resolve in 1920 to drive the British out, but, like other landowners of Shāmiyyah, he had suffered heavily from the British maladministration of the Euphrates waters.243 Moreover, his own crops were inundated in 1919 as a result of the opening–for reasons that are not clear–of the Kulaibī canal by the local British political officer.244 Suggestive of the motivations of ‘Abd-ul-Wāḥid and his shaikhly following is their recurring complaint after the revolt that they had fought the British government but “gained no advantage,” while men whom that government regarded with favor gathered “the fruits, . . . the honours, and vast tracts of land.”245 Actually, Shaikh ‘Abd-ul-Wāḥid lost to rivals in his own tribe the valuable estate of Rāk-al-Ḥaṣwah, to the recovery of which he afterwards determinedly applied himself. Perceiving the chance of accomplishing his object and other things besides, he joined eager hands in 1930 with the Baghdād politicians Yāsīn al-Hāshimī and Rashīd ‘Ālī al-Gailānī. He became, indeed, their chief instrument in the tribal country, and in 1935, by working up an agitation in the mid-Euphrates, helped them to throw their political opponents out of power.246 As his reward, he secured his coveted Rāk-al-Ḥaṣwah, only to be deprived of it two years later at the hands of the regime of General Bakr Ṣidqī.247 This threw him once more into a rebellious state of mind. Soon enough he was buying arms for his tribesmen, and in May of 1937 reportedly approached the representatives of British power to obtain their blessing for an action against the government, but received no encouragement from them.248 His arrest followed, but the destruction of Bakr Ṣidqī in August assured his eventual release. It was this background of resentment and disappointed hopes, and the benefits that a renewal of links with Rashīd ‘Ālī appeared to offer, rather than any affinity with nationalist aspirations, that drove Shaikh ‘Abd-ul-Wāḥid to cast in his lot with the 1941 movement–the last of his “patriotic” acts. He had, of course, to take the consequences. But after spending a few years in custody, he ended as an undistinguished supporter of the policies of Nūrī as-Sa‘īd.


Land was also at the root of the politics of the restless Muntafiq shaikhs. The historic conflict between them and their hated absentee Sa‘dūns landlords, the descendants of their formerly ruling family, persisted throughout the four decades of the Iraqi monarchy. The conflict was one of the few common factors in what otherwise was largely a heap of unrelated individualistic events. The Muntafiq shaikhs were a multitude, and hopelessly disunited. They seldom came together. Occasionally, however, they acted in unison in matters in which the Sa‘dūns were also concerned. Thus in 1922, when, in an apparent answer to King Faiṣal’s brief resistance to the British mandatory scheme, a movement for separating the provinces of Baṣrah and Muntafiq from the authority of Baghdād was set afoot, and leading Sa‘dūns became associated with it, a large number of Muntafiq shaikhs rallied to the king and condemned “the foreigner-inspired attempt of traitors to dismember beloved Iraq.”249 They were not, it goes without saying, so much exercised for the integrity of the Iraqi kingdom as eager for what they thought was the chance of realizing their long-cherished hope of getting rid of their Sa‘dūns landlords. One other matter could also bring them to present a united front: the question of obtaining the rights of landlords over the government lands leased out to them. A demand to this effect, put forward in the Constituent Assembly of 1924, received the support of all the shaikh-deputies from the Muntafiq.250 It is not without significance that the chiefs of the Gharrāf, who eventually obtained such rights, had no hand in the tribal risings of 1935-1936, while the smaller shaikhs of the lower Euphrates, having, as ever, lesser stakes, did not hesitate to lend themselves to the purposes of the plotter-politicians of the day.


It may not have escaped notice that the examples brought forth to illustrate the influence of the land question upon the political behavior of the tribal chiefs were all drawn from the twenties and thirties. The reason for this is that the pivot of politics in Iraq had by the following decade definitively shifted to Baghdād. The ease and grim rapidity with which Bakr Sidqā’s soldiers and airplanes suppressed the tribal outbreaks of 1935 and 1936 presaged the end of the shaikh’s era. Prior to this, Iraq’s history was to a large extent the history of its shaikhs and their tribes. Its problems, its convulsions, its politics were essentially tribal. Even the 1920 “nationalist” revolt was at bottom a shaikhs’ affair. Baghdād’s only contributions to it were pamphlets, demonstrations, and some clandestine correspondence. There were no nationalist tinges to complicate the risings in the mid-thirties of underprivileged shaikhdom. In these risings were only the too-obvious fingers of ambitious Baghdād politicians or, more appropriately, the Baghdād “tribal politicians,” a phenomenon that the “tribal era” could not but have engendered. They were “tribal” not by their social origin, but in the sense that they thought and intrigued in terms of the shaikhs and the tribes. Their medium to power was the shaikh, and their medium to the shaikh was primarily the land, that is, the satisfaction of the shaikh’s appetite for land. The nationalists of this period were also in a way “tribal nationalists,” for what was “nationalist” about the 1920 revolt except the attempt of the numerically insignificant nationalists to use the tribes for nationalist ends? After the thirties, the towns came conclusively into their own. The history of Iraq became henceforth largely the history of Baghdād, and its arresting feature the transient but recurring sovereignty of the masses of the capital city. It was now these urban masses and not the tribes that caused the downfall of cabinets, as happened in the Wathbah of 1948 and the Intifāḍah of 1952.251 In the tribal countryside, only small local risings broke from time to time the reigning uneasy quiescence–risings not under the shaikhs, as in the previous decades, but against them.252 In this urban and rural popular unrest, the monarchy and the shaikhs discovered their common interests, and coalesced in the hope of withstanding the mounting threat to their position and privileges. Their close alliance made all the more certain that the 1958 Revolution, by destroying the monarchy, should seal the fate of shaikhdom.


The foregoing sketchy account does not presume to present a history of the political behavior of the shaikhs. Its only object has been to draw attention to the importance in that history of the shaikhs’ intense interest in consolidating and intensifying their hold on the land.


 


That the principal shaikhs and aghas and their families were landowners on a huge scale should be clear from Tables 4-2, 5-3, and 5-4. These tables, however, leave out of account the large tracts of government land that tribal chiefs held in law by lease, a form of tenure that prior to 1932 prevailed widely in the tribal country, but in 1958 mainly in ‘Amārah. This is a province that until the forties was one of the richest in Iraq. It also provided a chief anchor for big shaikhdom throughout the period of the monarchy. More than that, as a result in part of its agrarian peculiarities, its peasant-tribesmen played a significant role in modern Iraqi history.253 For these reasons an examination in some detail of certain salient features of its land system is in order.


The concentration of the land of ‘Amārah in relatively few hands antedated the British occupation [see Table 6-4]. In 1906 there were only 19 landholders in this province, of whom 17 were shaikhs and, of these, 5 accounted for 64 percent of the total amount of rent charged by the Ottoman authorities (see Tables 6-5 and 6-6). Three of the five were blood relations: Shaikh Ṣaihūd ibn Manshad was the uncle of Shaikh ‘Araibī ibn Wādī, and the father of Fāliḥ ibn Ṣaihūd. To their tribe, the Albū Muḥammad, belonged also three other intermediate landholders.


TABLE 6-4


Number and Category of Landholders ‘Amārah Province in the Period 1906-1951


[image: image]


*One dūnum equals 0.618 acre.


†A man learned in religion.


▲This number comprises shaikhs and sādah.


Sources:


aOfficial 1947 census.


bSir Ernest Dowson, An Inquiry into Land Tenure and Related Questions (Letchworth, 1931), p. 11.


cGovernor of ‘Amārah, unpublished report of 9 May 1944, “The Method of Direct Leasing and its Detrimental Effect on the Province of ‘Amārah” (in Arabic).


dUnpublished 1952 report on ‘Amārah landholdings, Baghdād Internal Security Library.


eGreat Britain, Foreign Office, letter of 9 June 1908, from Consul General Ramsay, Baghdād, to Mr. G. Barclay, Further Correspondence Respecting Affairs of Asiatic Turkey and Arabia, July-September 1908, pp. 51-52.


fGreat Britain, Arab Bureau, Tribes of the Tigris, pp. 1, 4, 10-11, 19, and 24; and Reports of Administration for 1918, I, 315-316.


gGreat Britain, Administration Report of ‘Amārah for 1920-21, pp. 5 and 19-24.


hUnpublished report of the administrative inspector of ‘Amārah for August 1929.


TABLE 6-5


Rent Paid on Government or Crown Lands by the Biggest Shaikhs of ‘Amārah in 1906


[image: image]


aThe figures, which are “approximately correct,” were compiled from “private sources.” One Turkish līra equalled 100 piastres, and 112.5 piastres exchanged for one pound sterling in Iraq’s money market around the turn of the century.


bOne rupee equalled Is. 6d.


Source: Great Britain, Foreign Office, letter of 9 June 1908 from Consul General Ramsay, Baghdād, to Mr. G. Barclay, Further Correspondence Respecting Affairs of Asiatic Turkey and Arabia, July-September 1908, pp. 51-52.


 


Nonetheless, the land tenure policy of the Turks differed in an essential manner from that of the English: unlike the English, the Turks frequently redistributed the land between the various members of the ruling tribal families. For example, between 1865 and 1915 the Majarr al-Kabīr, one of the largest and richest estates of ‘Amārah, was reallotted nine times, and Shahālah, another important estate, seven times.254 On the other hand, between 1916 and 1958 Majarr al-Kabīr remained in the hands of one and the same shaikh, Majīd al-Khalīfah,255 and the only changes in the Shahālah were, first, its division in 1923 between Shaikh Muhammad al-‘Araibī, the original lessee, and Shaikh Fāliḥ aṣ-Ṣaihūd,256 and, second, the succession, after Shaikh Fāliḥ’s death, of his son to his portion of the farm. Such practices illustrate the contrast between the Turkish propensity to undermine the big tribal chiefs and the English determination to shore them up.


TABLE 6-6


Distribution of Rent Paid on Government and Crown Lands by the ‘Amārah Landholders in 1906


[image: image]


aA man learned in religion.


bThe amount, given in the original list of rent payers in Turkish līras, has been converted into rupees at 11 rupees 13 annas for every līra, the rate of exchange in effect at around the turn of the century.


Source: List of ‘Amārah rent payers enclosed with letter of 9 June 1908, from Consul General Ramsay, Baghdād, to Mr. G. Barclay, Great Britain, Foreign Office, Further Correspondence Respecting Affairs of Asiatic Turkey and Arabia, July-September 1908, pp. 51-52.


 


It is true that in the English period the landholding class widened; the number of lessees increased from thirty-three in 1918 to eighty-one in 1929 (see Table 6-4). But part of the increase is explained by the redistribution of some estates to make room for a number of “landless shaikhs” who had lost their leases through joining the Turks in World War I, and had afterwards succeeded in restoring themselves to favor.257 Moreover, as one of the British political officers of ‘Amārah pointed out, “the townspeople and sirkāls. . . feel and rightly, I think, that under our rule the shaikhs . . . have under their control far more land than they had in Turkish times.”258 Over and above this, the degree of concentration of land or income at the upper end of the scale intensified. In 1906 only one shaikh, in 1921 two shaikhs, and in 1929 five shaikhs paid to the government rents of more than 300,000 rupees (see Tables 6-6, 6-7, and 6-8). Or, to put it differently, whereas in 1906 5 percent of the landholders accounted for 26 percent of the total payments due to the government, in 1921 43 percent and in 1929 61 percent of the whole amount came from 4 and 6 percent of the landholders, respectively.


No complete information is available on how the rent payable by each shaikh was computed. In theory, the amount of the annual government share in the early years of the English occupation was supposed to represent one-fourth of the winter and one-half of the summer crops.259 Wheat and barley, grown as a rule in the northern districts of ‘Amārah and in the main by the tribe of Banī Lām, constituted the predominant winter crops. Rice, the principal summer food-grain, was cultivated in the richer southern districts, chiefly by the tribes of Azairij and Albū Muhammad. In practice, in the matter of revenue, the big shaikhs were not only underassessed but also unequally treated, the more prominent ones being shown undue favor for reasons of policy.260 One example should suffice. In the estate of Shahālah, which was leased out to Shaikh Muhammad al-‘Araibī of Albū Muḥammad, about 18,000 acres were used for paddy, according to an estimate given in 1918 by the deputy director of irrigation, Tigris. At the same time, the average yield of an acre of rice was conservatively put at 1,400 lbs. or five-eighths of a ton.261 Assuming a normal 1919 crop, the total yield of Shahālah at this rate would have been in that year about 11,250 tons. In fact, in 1919 the summer crops in ‘Amārah were “better than usual.262 Anyhow, in the same year in this province rice sold at prices that ranged between 266 and 439 rupees a ton.263 Shahālah must have accordingly produced a minimum income of 29,92,500 rupees; but only 3,56,000 rupees went to the government as rent, or a maximum proportion of 12 percent. This on the one hand. On the other hand, in the case of the estate of Abū Ḥallānah, which had been subdivided into three and leased out to lesser tribal chiefs, the principle of two-thirds of the farm’s gross income to government and one-third to the shaikh was applied.264 Although from 1921 onwards the assessments of the bigger tribal landholders were progressively increased (consult Tables 6-7 and 6-9), they continued to be preferentially treated at least until 1927,265 or perhaps up to 1929. A secret ruling, adopted in 1926 upon the initiative of the high commissioner and applicable for a period of three years, had provided for the calculation of the sum payable to the state by the rice-producing shaikhs of ‘Amārah on the basis of a net demand of 7 rupees and 10 annas per dūnum of rice.266 Inasmuch as the average yield of rice in this province was about 400 kilos per dūnum,267 and the wholesale price of one ton of rice in 1928 ranged from 110 to 180 rupees, a dūnum of rice must have produced, assuming normal conditions, a minimum income of about 44 rupees. In other words, the share of the government could not have exceeded 15 percent in the year just mentioned if the ruling under reference remained in force. The ruling may, however, have been superseded by the Agricultural Lands (Rates of Government Demand) Law No. 42 of 1927, which fixed the portion due to government on its unalienated lands at a maximum of 30 percent and a minimum of 11 percent, depending on the means of irrigation used, the efficiency of water feeding, the fertility of the soil, and distance from the market–the rich flow-irrigated rice lands being subject to a cold 30 percent.268 Be that as it may, the amounts that the five biggest rice shaikhs of ‘Amārah had to meet in 1929 are shown in Table 6-10. The relative enormity of their own income can be gathered from the fact that their combined demand of 17,56,980 rupees was almost equal to the land revenue contributed to the treasury in 1928 by five of Iraq’s fourteen provinces whose total payments, as is evident from Table 6-10, came to 18,23,054 rupees.


TABLE 6-7


Land Revenue Demand of the Biggest Shaikhs of ‘Amārah Province in 1920 and 1921


(in rupeesa)


[image: image]


aOne rupee equals Is. 6d.


bThis shaikh’s estate was halved in 1921, and his revenue demand for that year was only 56,000 rupees.


Source: Great Britain, Administration Report of the ‘Amārah Division for the Year 1920-21, pp. 13 and 28.


TABLE 6-8


Distribution of Land Revenue Demand of ‘Amārah Landholders in 1929


[image: image]


aA man learned in religion.


b“One rupee equals Is. 6d.


Source: List of revenue payers annexed to the unpublished report of the administrative inspector of ‘Amārah for August 1929.


TABLE 6-9


The Land Revenue Demand of the Big and Middling Shaikhs of ‘Amārah Province in 1929


(total number of landholders: 81)


[image: image]


aOne rupee equals Is. 6d.


Source: List of revenue payers annexed to the unpublished report of the administrative inspector of ‘Amārah for the month of August 1929.


TABLE 6-10


The Land Revenue Demand of the Five Biggest Shaikhs of ‘Amārah Compared with the Land Revenue Payments of Five of Iraq’s Twelve Provinces in 1928-1929






	

Total 1929 land revenue demand of the five biggest shaikhs of ‘Amārah provincea




	

17,56,980 rupeesb









	

1928 land revenue payments by the provinces of




	

 









	

   Arbīl




	

5,03,633 rupees









	

   Kirkūk




	

4,84,525 rupees









	

   Sulaimāniyyah




	

3,59,969 rupees









	

   Dulaim




	

2,73,348 rupees









	

   Karbalā’




	

2,01,579 rupees









	

Total for the five provinces




	

18,23,054 rupeesc










aSee Table 6-9.


bOne rupee equals Is. 6d.


cSource: Iraq, Annual Report of the Operations of the Revenue Department of the Ministry of Finance for the Financial Year 1928-1929, pp. 30-31.


 


By comparison with the shaikhs, the townsmen and tribal sādah of ‘Amārah were small landholders, as should be clear from Table 6-8. The townsmen were predominantly of the class of urban capitalists, who in this province were referred to as the kabbāniyyah. They intruded into landholding, as Table 6-11 suggests, largely by investing in pressure pumps, taking advantage of the cheapness of fuel oil and of fiscal privileges–including the exemption from the government share for four consecutive seasons, under a law passed in 1926, of all produce accruing through the use of pumps in respect of virgin land or the increase of produce due to such use in respect of land already under the plough.269


If, from the point of view of revenue, the shaikhs of ‘Amārah were in the English period underassessed, after 1932 they tended increasingly to regard themselves as a disadvantaged group: the government continued to demand rent from them, whereas in other provinces it granted lazmah or ṭāpū rights in state land and eventually so altered the method of taxation as to free the holders of these rights from any but the lightest fiscal charges.270 But the discrimination against the ‘Amārah and the remnant lessees of government land in other regions became largely nominal after the mid-forties. This is because many of them simply failed to meet the stipulated demand. Thus in the financial year 1949, the total amount due as rent on government lands was 874,552 dīnārs.271 Of this, only 21 percent was realized, the ‘Amārah lessees being responsible for 669,000 dīnārs of the arrears.272


TABLE 6-11


Pump Ownership in the Province of ‘Amārah in 1929






	

Total number of pumps




	

105









	

Number owned by shaikhs




	

61









	

Number owned in shaikh-sayyid partnership




	

2









	

Number owned by sādah




	

9









	

Number owned in shaikh-townsman partnership




	

3









	

Number owned by townsmen




	

30










Source: Based on a list of pump proprietors annexed to the unpublished report of the administrative inspector of ‘Amārah for the month of August 1929.


TABLE 6-12


Distribution of Landholdings in ‘Amārah Province in 1944


(total area of landholdings: 3,647,792 dūnumsa)


[image: image]


aOne dūnum equals 0.618 acre.


Source: Governor of ‘Amārah, unpublished report dated 9 May 1944 and entitled Tarīqat-ul-‘Uqūd-il-Mubāshirah wa Ta’thīruha-s-Sayyi’ ‘ala Liwā‘-il-‘Amārah (“The Method of Direct Leasing and Its Detrimental Effect on the Province of ‘Amārah”), P. 5.


 


Otherwise, there was no fundamental change in the agrarian situation. Although by 1944 the number of landholders had increased to 181, and the number of landholding townsmen to 33 (see Table 6-4), the high degree of concentration of land in the hands of the big shaikhs remained unbroken. In that year seven shaikhs held each between 100,001 and 400,000 dūnums and nine others between 50,001 and 100,000 dūnums (see Table 6-12). Again, in 1951 eight shaikhly families held 53 percent, and eighteen other shaikhs another 19 percent of the total area in holdings. But, as is evident from Table 6-13, the shaikhs or families with the largest estates in the year just mentioned were not the shaikhs or families that paid the highest rents in 1929. Clearly, the productivity of the estate, and not its size, determined the income and therefore the significance of its holder, and it was a matter of common knowledge that the estates of the chiefs of the Albū Muḥammad and Azairij were the richest in ‘Amārah, or at least had been so until the migration of many of their tribesmen to Baghdād or other towns. Another point worth noting is that the greater number of the big estates (the estates marked with an asterisk in Table 6-13) had, since the beginning of the British occupation, remained in the hands of the same shaikh or passed, after his death, to his sons,273 although there were changes in the size of some estates and other estates underwent simply a change in name, so that the holdings of the big shaikhs, even if classified in law as rented state lands, tended in fact to acquire the character of semiprivate property. Sons inherited, so to say, the land leases from their fathers. One other thing needs to be brought out: the lands of the same shaikh were not dispersed or separated by great distances, but compact and invariably in the same district.
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1936 6.027 636 105 278 600 9.9 2,823 468
1937 6,917 644 0.3 242 731 105 3311 478
1938 7,838 601 7.6 251 1,977 252 3260 aLs
1939 9,208 652 7.0 190 2,014 218 3388 367
1040 9718 752 77 309 1.576 16.2 3136 322
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Stratum or class

other than Sect and Area owned
Name tandownership Tribe ethnic origin ___in d@aums Province
Ahmad ‘Ajn
al-Yawer paramount shaikh  Shammar Sunn Arab 259,509 Mosul and Baghdid
Muhammad al-HabTb
al-Amirc paramount shaikh  Rabiah SHT'T Arab 206,473 Kat
Baldsim Muhammad
al-Yasin shaikh Mayyahd ShT'T Arab 199,826 Kit
shaikn RabTah SKTT Arab 196,020 Kt
shaikh as-Sardi SHT'T Arab 146,105 Kat
shaikh AIL Sult@n SHT'T Arab 108,074 Hillan
‘Abd-ul Hadr
ach-ChalabT merchant = SHT'T Arab 104,158 Baghda
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Holders Area Average area

Size group (in diinums)® Number % (in dinums) % (in danums)
Under 1 23,089 9.12 8,599 .03 73
1 -under 4 50,021 19.75 93,722 .29 1.87
4-under 10 40,475 15.98 243,004 .76 6.00
10 -under 50 71,049 28.05 1,671,484 5.20 23.52
50 - under 100 29,884 11.80 2,055,856 6.40 68.79
100 - under 500 31,508 12.44 5,799,012 18.03 184.04
500 - under 1,000 2,916 115 1,992,431 6.20 683.27
1,000 -under 2,000 1,832 .72 2,560,190 7.96 1,397.48
2,000 -under 10,000 2,128 .84 8,550,322 26.59 4,018.01
10,000 -under 20,000 224 .09 3,030,773 9.42 13,530.24
20,000-under 50,000 95 .04 2,998,607 9.32 31,564.28
50,000-under 100,000 25 .01 1,725,988 5.37 69,039.52
Over 100,000 8 .003 1,424,825 4.43 178,103.12

Total 253,254 100.00% 32,154,813 100.00
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(in 000's)

Urban %  Rural %  Total %
Moslems
Arab ShT'T. 673 419 1,671 565 2,344 514
Arab SunnT 428 267 472 160 900  19.7
Kurd SunnT

FaylT Kurd SKT'T
Non-Moslems
Christiansb

Jews
Yazidis and Shabakse
Sabeansd
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% of total

o. of ront of all
Category of rent landholders Shaikhs landholders
Less than 10,000 rupees® 0
From 10,001 to 20,000 rupees 3 3 } 10%
20,001 30,000rupees 4 3 i
30,001 40,000 rupees 1 1
40,001 60,000 rupees 4 4 26%
60,001 90,000rupees 1
90,001 100,000 rupees 1 1
100,001 300,000 rupees 4 4 38%
300,001 440,000 rupees 1 1 26%
Total 19 17 100%






OEBPS/images/f0065-01.jpg
TURKEY. K
MUNTAFIQ Tobettesg o pricipliy

Maniie
5 18an)
{itcontinsousiy)






OEBPS/images/t0061-01.jpg
al-Barrak Tribal shaikhs; ministers of  Albu Sultan  ShT'T'Arab 35,299 Hillah
state; deputies

ash-Shurafd Tribal sadah = SHT'T Arab 33,352 Hittan

Total 5,457,354
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Abl Tabikh
Al-Mgitar

ach-ChalabT
al-Khudair

Ri-Jontt

Khudair

Baban

Atiyyah,
al-Khaizarin
ad-DahwT

PéchachT

Tribal sadah; one deputy and
one senator

Tribal sadah; deputies
Merchants; state ministers;
deputies

Merchants; owners of river

steamers; deputies; high
state officials

Sadah and ‘ulama’; ¥ one state
minister; one senator;
deputies

Tribal shaikhs

Ex-rulers of Sulfimaniyya
one premier; state ministers
deputies

Sadah and shaikhs of Qadift
mystic order; one state
minister

Tribal shaikhs; one deputy

Tribal shaikhs; one deputy

Merchants; one deputy
Merchants; one deputy

Slave-issuing contractors,
wheat mill proprietors, and
real estate owners; one
premier and one senator
Tribal shaikhs; deputies
Tribal shaikhs; one deputy
Merchants; one deputy

Originally merchants; state
ministers; two premiers;
deputies

offshoot of
Alb Sultan
Shammar

al-Hmaidat
“Azzah

Arab

SHI'T Arab
SHI'T Arab

SunrT Arab
SunrT Arab
SunnT Arab

SunaT
Arabized Kurd

SunsT Kurk

SHIT Arab

SunnT Arab

SHI'T Arab
SunnT Arabized
Kurd

SHIT Arab

SHI‘T Arab
Sunn Arab
SHI'T Arab

SuniT Arab

124,496

117,839
108,810

100,159

92,166

84,502
81,353

71,716

70,296

62,363

61,068
59,340

58,764

56,447
55,727
54,839

54,588

Diwaniyyah

Baghdid and
DiEian

Kat, Baghdad,
and Diysish

Diyalah and
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Baghdad
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Sulaim@niyysh
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Diyélah, Baghdad
and Kat

Baghdad
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Revenue demand

f total
revenue demand

Tribe Shaikh in rupees?
Big shaikhs
Albl Muhammad i]l’ﬂ al-Khalifah 3,92,7
Azairi Salman al-Manshad 3,690,185
zairij Shawwai al-Fahad ,69,18.
A Muhammad  Muhammad al- ~Araiby 3,17,660
Albd Muhammad ~ Falih as-Saihid 3,08,250
17,56,980 61%
Mlddlmg shaikhs
Kﬂmmandir ll Flhad 85,500
Aoa ¥ hammed 74,000
AlbS Muhammad 68,000
Albg M\lhnmmad ,060
Eam 38,000
Ghadban ol Bumyyah 38,000
Albu Muhnmmad Challub az-Zabi 37,800
suda Shamukh aI Far xs 34,450
. Shibib al! 31,000
Alb?l Darmj Mutashshar al-] Fmsal 30,800
4,97,610 17%






