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PREFACE



Although Iraq is a comparatively new state—some ninety years old—of modest size, few countries have been the focus of such world attention or endured such domestic trauma in recent decades. Wars, sanctions, occupation, and brutal civil strife have brought abrupt, severe, and often disabling change to its historical trajectory, making it difficult to chart Iraq’s future path and to relate these changes to Iraq’s enduring continuities. Yet the continuities will remain. Iraq has had a remarkably rich and varied history. Even before recent headlines made Iraq a household word in the West, it was difficult to do justice to the complexity of Iraq’s modern history and to explain the impact of rapid change and modernization on a society going back six millennia. Events since 2003, with their profound discontinuities and uncertainties, have now made this task more challenging, but new possibilities have also made it rewarding. Although much more is now known (but possibly misunderstood) about contemporary Iraq, even more remains opaque. This revision will not seek to provide answers to the future but rather to identify the forces at work since 2003, the trends and directions in evidence, and to relate them to Iraq’s past history since its founding as a state in 1920.


This book is not meant to be an exhaustive and detailed history of modern Iraq. My aim instead has been to present a clear, readable one-volume account of the emergence of modern Iraq and the forces that shaped it. To understand how and why Iraq has reached this point in the context of a longer historical perspective, I have drawn extensively on many perceptive monographs and studies on modern Iraq. I have tried to include enough general interpretation of events to make the country and its people understandable and enough detail to give color to the events described. Above all, I have tried to be evenhanded in depicting the course of events and to avoid oversimplifying complex situations. Although the book is directed at the general reader, I hope that scholars and students of the Middle East as well as many of those now traveling and working in Iraq will find it useful.


The material has been grouped around several themes that, in my view, have dominated Iraq’s history from 1920 to the present. The first is the creation and construction of a modern state within the boundaries bequeathed to Iraq by the British in the 1920s and the search by Iraq’s leaders for a cultural and national identity capable of knitting together the country’s various ethnic, religious, and social groups. This issue of identity and its impact on the Iraqi state is paramount today. A second theme is the process of economic and social development, a process that began at the end of the nineteenth century but greatly accelerated in the 1970s, although it has suffered a multitude of setbacks recently through war, sanctions, and social disruption. A third, and most essential, theme is the development of political institutions and ideologies and their interrelationship with domestic society and the world outside Iraq. The book seeks to show both changes and continuities in Iraq’s political dynamics as well as to explain the results of a brutal totalitarian system, like that of Saddam Husain, on society, and the impact of foreign occupation on the political system emerging in Iraq today. A fourth theme is that of foreign domination and the interaction of the newly created state with the West, Iraq’s neighbors, and the global environment. This theme has, of course, intensified with the occupation. Although Iraq’s future is uncertain at the end of the first decade of this millennium, it is better understood through historical perspective.


In recent years a growing and valuable body of literature on Iraq written by Iraqis themselves has appeared, including memoirs, firsthand accounts, and studies. I have drawn on these whenever possible. Since 2003 a veritable flood of books and articles by journalists and practitioners has appeared in English about the occupation and its aftermath. Even though no one can read all of them, a number, especially those by Iraqis, have been very useful, and I have used them extensively. As the Western side of this story can be readily accessed in these works, I have tried to focus in this book on Iraq. Freedom of the press and media in Iraq and the spread of the Internet to Iraqis have provided a multitude of new sources, such as blogs, which I have used selectively. Quantitative data and statistical reports from the United Nations, the World Bank, and international organizations, such as International Organization for Migration–Iraq, have also increased since 2003 and provide invaluable source material. The reader is warned, however, that statistics are still difficult to gather, are often subject to controversy, and should be treated with caution.
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION



Arabic words in this text have been transliterated according to the accepted system for written standard Arabic, with some modifications. The spellings reflect neither pronunciation, which may vary from place to place, nor accepted English spellings, which often reflect the way a word “sounds” in English rather than how it is spelled in Arabic. (It may be helpful to the English-speaking reader to note that Arabic uses only three vowels—a, i, and u; there is no e or o in Arabic spellings.) Hence, to the average reader the spellings of some words may be un familiar. For example, sheik appears as shaikh; the surname Hussein, as Husain.


However, I have simplified the standard transliteration to make Arabic spellings more accessible to ordinary readers and easier and less costly to print. These modifications need to be clarified:


• The subscript dots used to distinguish some Arabic consonants from others and the superscript lines used to indicate long vowels have been eliminated.


• The ta marbuta, which frequently appears at the end of words as an h, has been dropped except when used in a construct, where it appears as a t.


• The diphthongs “aw” and “ay” are represented as au and ai in the middle of words but not at the end.


• The letters ain and hamza, usually represented by an apostrophe, are omitted at the beginnings of words but are used to indicate either letter in the middle of a word; the ain is represented if it is the last letter in a word.


• The definite article al has also been omitted when a word stands alone but is used if the word is in a construct phrase. Hence al-’Iraq is simply Iraq.


 


These changes, though not satisfying to purists, should make the text easier to read.


Words of Persian, Turkish, or Kurdish origin that have become Arabized through usage in Iraq have been given their Arabic spelling. Exceptions have been made for a few names for which Kurdish or Persian spelling differs from Arabic. A few proper names have been spelled according to their common English usage, such as Gamal Abdul Nasser and Ahmad Chalabi. On occasion, well-known political figures, such as Nuri al-Sa’id and Saddam Husain, are referred to by their first names (Nuri and Saddam) because this is common Iraqi practice.


It may also be useful to explain the distinction between Shi’a and Shi’i, words referring to the same religious community in Islam. Shi’a is a noun, denoting the entire group, as for example, the Shi’a in Iraq; Shi’i is an adjective, the form used to modify a noun, as for example, Shi’i rituals.


This transliteration system has not been applied to the maps because of technical difficulties in changing the names on maps secured from outside sources. Hence, spellings on maps may differ from those in the text and from other maps. However, the map spellings are close enough to the transliteration system used in the text to make the place-names easily identifiable.
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THE LAND AND
PEOPLE OF MODERN IRAQ


The state of Iraq is a new, twentieth-century creation, brought into being by politicians and statesmen, but the area included within its borders is home to several of humankind’s oldest and most creative civilizations. All have shaped Iraq’s current identity. In the past, as today, diversity—of terrain, of resources, and, above all, of people—has been the chief characteristic of the territory and inhabitants that constitute contemporary Iraq. This diversity has been both a strength and a challenge. Harnessing Iraq’s rich resources, whether its fertile river valleys or the black gold under its surface, and absorbing the medley of peoples living in these valleys has been the major preoccupation of Iraq’s leaders, past and present. This is as true in the twenty-first century as in the fourth millennium BC.


Legacy of the Past


Iraq has a rich and variegated historical legacy on which to draw in shaping its national identity and its institutions. In fact, three elements of this past have been most important in forming the collective memory and consciousness of twenty-first-century Iraqis and shaping their institutions and practices: the civilization of ancient Mesopotamia, the Arab-Islamic heritage, and the legacy of the Ottoman Empire.


Ancient Mesopotamia


Ancient Mesopotamia’s contributions to humankind’s progress were many and varied, including the development of writing, the wheel, metalworking, literature, and science. Sumerians and their successors wrote poetry, created a mythology, and produced the world’s first epic, the story of Gilgamesh. They built the first cities on the flood plains of the Tigris and Euphrates. Sumerian mathematicians used square roots and quadratic equations and created the first accurate calendars.1


But knowledge of this ancient civilization and its contributions was scant until the nineteenth century, when Mesopotamia’s remains were unearthed by archaeologists. Until the midtwentieth century, ancient Mesopotamian civilization was taught in Iraq—if at all—mainly as a distant phenomenon almost unrelated to the modern country. This gradually changed in the second half of the twentieth century, however, when Iraqi artists and poets began to draw on this heritage in paintings and literature, while the government turned its attention to propagating the notion of a Mesopotamian heritage as an integral part of Iraqi tradition. But in the early decades of the modern state, Mesopotamia’s civilization played a very small role.


The Arab-Islamic Civilization


In contrast, the Arab-Islamic conquest of the seventh century has been the decisive event in shaping current Iraqi identity. Arabic eventually became the predominant language of Mesopotamia, while Islam became the religion of almost all the country’s inhabitants. It is mainly to the Islamic conquest of the seventh century that most Iraqis look for the source of their identity and the roots of their culture.


The decisive battle of Qadisiyya in 637 opened the rich territory of Mesopotamia, then under Persian control, to the invading Muslim army. However, the territory was only gradually absorbed and Islamized. Many early Islamic political struggles were fought in Iraq. Husain, the Prophet’s grandson, was killed near Karbala in 680, giving Shi’i Islam a martyr. Iraq acquired a reputation that it retains today of a country difficult to govern.


This changed for a time, beginning in 650 with the establishment of the Abbasid Caliphate, one of the great periods in Islamic history. Iraq came into its own as the center of a prosperous and expanding empire and an increasingly brilliant civilization that drew on the traditions of its immediate predecessors, the Greeks and Persians, in forming the emerging Arab-Islamic culture. The river valleys were now given the centralized control they needed; irrigation channels were extended, and agriculture flourished. So, too, did trade and urban life. By the tenth century, Baghdad, founded by the caliph Mansur in 762 as his capital, had a population estimated at 1.5 million and a luxury trade reaching from the Baltic Sea to China.2 Baghdad also had a vigorous scientific and intellectual life, with centers for translations of Greek works and scientific experiments.


This period is remembered today with pride, but it did not last. By the middle of the ninth century, decline had set in that would last for almost a millennium. Gradually, the empire broke up. There were incursions from nomadic groups. A succession of dynasties governed parts of Iraqi territory with increasing indifference. The once great irrigation system deteriorated, and economic hardship followed. The Mongol attack on Baghdad in 1258 by Hulagu and another, even more devastating attack by Timur the Lame in 1401 delivered the final blows. Baghdad never recuperated.


This decline and its heritage of poverty, backwardness, and intellectual stagnation are the central facts of Iraq’s modern history. Although the Abbasid Empire is remembered as part of a glorious past, it is the centuries of stagnation that followed that shaped the environment and character of the early period of the Iraqi state.


The Ottoman Empire


The Ottoman Empire governed Iraq for four centuries. In patterns of government, in law, and in the outlook and values of the urban classes, the Ottomans played a role in shaping modern Iraq second only to that of the Arab Islamic conquest.


The Ottoman conquest of Iraq began in 1514 as an outgrowth of a religious war between the Sunni Ottoman sultan and the Shi’i Safavid (Persian) shah. As the wars continued, the territory making up most of contemporary Iraq came under permanent Ottoman rule. When it first conquered Iraq, the Ottoman Empire was at the peak of its power and was able to give Iraq stable government and a uniform administration. Even though the Ottoman establishment was Sunni, it tolerated the Shi’a—at first. Unfortunately, the Ottoman-Persian conflict, which continued off and on until 1818, created in the minds of the Ottomans a suspicion and fear of the Shi’a of Iraq as prone to side with the Persians. Soon the Ottomans came to rely on the only element in the region they believed would support them—the urban Sunnis. During these long wars, the seeds of Sunni dominance in government were sown.


As the Sunnis tightened their grip on the reins of power, the Shi’a became alienated and strengthened their ties to Persia, especially in the holy cities of Najaf and Karbala. By the end of the nineteenth century, Persian influence in the holy cities and in much of southern Iraq was strong.3


A more important reason for Ottoman failure in Iraq was the weakness of the empire’s own central government and its deteriorating control over its provinces. As the seventeenth century began, direct administration in the river valleys ceased, and Iraq faced another long period of stagnation and neglect. In the north, new Kurdish dynasties were established in the mountains and valleys. In the center and south, there were great tribal migrations from the Arabian Peninsula that reinforced tribalism.


The long cycle of decline finally halted with the rise of the Mamluks in the eighteenth century. Although alien in tongue and stock, these Ottoman “slave” administrators established dynastic rule in the Iraqi provinces, gradually extending their control from Basra to the Kurdish foothills, giving the Tigris and Euphrates valleys some stability, a modest economic and cultural revival, and some administrative cohesion. By the end of Mamluk rule in 1831, the outlines of the modern Iraqi state had begun to take shape. This trend was continued during the nineteenth century when the Iraqi provinces were gradually reincorporated into the Ottoman Empire. In the south the Shi’i cities of Karbala and Najaf were brought under the authority of the Baghdad government. In the Kurdish countryside the local dynasties were broken up one by one and made to accept Turkish rule. Even more important were the reforms brought into Iraq by Ottoman administrators. The most outstanding reformer was Midhat Pasha, appointed to the governorship of Baghdad in 1869. His short tenure (1869–1872) marks the first concerted effort to build for the future.


Midhat’s reforms fell into three general areas: administrative reorganization, settlement of the tribes, and establishment of secular education. First, Midhat introduced a new, centralized administrative system into the Iraqi provinces and extended it into the countryside, thus establishing the administrative framework of contemporary Iraq. Second, Midhat attempted to provide a regular system of land tenure with legally confirmed rights of ownership. Although urban speculators and merchants frequently bought up land at the expense of the peasants, the policy did enjoy some success. About one-fifth of the cultivable land of Iraq was given to those possessing new deeds of ownership.


Third, and most importantly, Midhat laid the groundwork for a secular education system in Iraq by founding a technical school, a middle-level school, and two secondary schools, one for the military and one for the civil service. Midhat’s new schools brought striking innovations in two directions. They were public and free and hence offered a channel of mobility to children of all classes. They introduced a variety of new subjects, such as Western languages, math, and science, hitherto unavailable in religious schools. The three-year Law College was founded in 1908, providing the only higher education in the country. These schools represented the first and most important beachhead of modernization in the country.


These reforms helped create an economic revival. The telegraph and the steamship were introduced, and so was cash cropping. There was a striking change in the balance between the nomadic and settled populace. During the last half of the nineteenth century, the nomadic population declined from 35 to 17 percent while the settled rural population rose from 40 to 60 percent.4 Contacts with the outside world also produced a revival of local learning and letters as well as new ideas. The development of a press helped spread all of these among the literate public. These intellectual and educational developments produced a new urban, literate class, a native Iraqi elite. Most members of this elite were the products of the secular schools established in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and the higher schooling in Istanbul, now available to Iraqis. Many went through the military academies, which were the chief vehicles of mobility for Iraq’s lower-middle- and middle-class families.


By 1914 graduates of these schools were already staffing posts in the administration, army, new secular courts, and government schools. Although tiny in number, this group was immense in its influence. From its ranks came almost every Iraqi leader of any significance in the post– First World War period, and a number continued to dominate Iraqi politics until the revolution of 1958.


Nevertheless, the successes of the Ottoman reformers should not disguise the weaknesses of the Ottoman legacy. The Ottomans were foreign, and their reforms were aimed at recasting the population into an Ottoman mold. A native elite was being trained, but it was trained in an Ottoman pattern, that of authoritarian paternalism, in which the elite knew best how to govern and need not consult the governed.


Moreover, this native elite was drawn from only one segment of the population, the urban Sunnis. It was primarily the Sunnis, whether Arab or Kurd, who attended public schools and were given posts in the army and the bureaucracy. Not surprisingly, the Sunnis came to think of themselves as the country’s natural elite and its only trustworthy leaders. Two important segments of the population, the rural tribal groups outside the reach of urban advantages and the Shi’a, were consequently excluded from participation in government. Little wonder that they should form the nucleus of opposition to the government in the early decades of the twentieth century.


The Land


The state of Iraq has existed only since 1920, when it was carved from three former provinces of the Ottoman Empire and created under British aegis as a mandate.5 With a land area of 167,618 square miles (434,128 square kilometers) and a population of 31 million in 2011, Iraq is the largest of the Fertile Crescent countries rimming the northern edge of the Arabian Peninsula.6 Lying between the plateau of northern Arabia and the mountain ridge of southwest Iran and eastern Turkey, Iraq forms a lowland corridor between Syria and the Persian/Arabian Gulf.7 From its earliest history, Iraq has been a passageway between East and West. Its borders are for the most part artificial, reflecting the interests of the Great Powers during the First World War rather than the wishes of the local population. As a result, Iraq’s present borders have been continually challenged by peoples living inside and outside the country. The southern section of the border with Iran, a contributory cause of the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s, has not been finally settled, while a new, UN-demarcated border with Kuwait, agreed to by Iraq in 1993 under pressure, is still contentious.


The southeastern portion of the country lies at the head of the Gulf. Iraq controls a thirty-six-mile (58-kilometer) strip of Gulf territory barely sufficient to provide it with an outlet to the sea. From the Gulf, Iraq’s border with Iran follows the Shatt al-Arab north, then skirts the Persian foothills as far north as the valley of the Diyala River, the first major tributary of the Tigris north of Baghdad. From here the border thrusts deep into the high Kurdish mountain ranges, following the Diyala River valley. Near Halabja it turns northward along the high mountain watersheds—incorporating within Iraq most of the headwaters of the major Tigris tributaries—until it reaches the Turkish border west of Lake Urmiyya. The mountainous boundary with Turkey ends at the Syrian border just west of Zakhu, Iraq’s northernmost town. This northeastern region includes difficult and unmanageable mountain terrain and a substantial Kurdish population. The loss of control by the central government over substantial portions of this region in the 1990s made Iraq’s northern borders with Turkey and Iran porous.


In the northwest the frontier separating Iraq from Syria meanders south across the Syrian desert from the Turkish border until it reaches the Euphrates near Qa’im. Here the borders make little pretense of following geography, jutting out into the adjacent desert and incorporating large areas of steppe. At the Euphrates the border turns west until it reaches Jordan, also a former British mandate, and then south a short distance to the Saudi frontier. From this point the border follows a line of water wells separating Iraq from Saudi Arabia until it reaches the Kuwaiti border at Wadi al-Batin, at which point it turns north again, forming a common frontier with Kuwait, until it reaches Umm Qasr on the Khaur Abd Allah channel leading to the Gulf.
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FIGURE 1.2 Iraq


The terrain included within these boundaries is remarkably diverse, making Iraq a country of extreme contrasts. The Shatt al-Arab is a broad waterway with villages on its banks, lined with date groves. To the north of the Shatt lies swampland, traditionally inhabited along the Tigris by marsh dwellers living in reed houses built on stilts and raising water buffalo and along the Euphrates by rice-growing villagers. This natural wetland area, with high reeds and hidden waterways, has often functioned as a refuge for dissidents. A massive drainage system, constructed by the central government in the 1990s, progressively dried up much of this terrain, although some of it is gradually being restored. Between the marshlands and Baghdad is the delta, the most densely populated area of Iraq, once inhabited by the Sumerians and Babylonians of ancient Mesopotamia. It is a dry, flat area consisting almost entirely of irrigated farmland, with large villages and regional market towns hugging the riverbanks. North of Baghdad the two rivers diverge widely to form the Jazira (Island), the territory between the two. Although some irrigation farming is practiced here, it is mainly rain-fed territory—a land of gentle uplands sprinkled with smaller villages and provincial towns. Mosul, near the site of Ninawa, is the Jazira’s major city and the center of its commercial life. To the north and east of the Jazira, the plains give way to foothills filled with settled villages and towns (mainly inhabited by a mixture of Turkish-and Kurdish-speaking people) and then to the high mountains, the home of the Kurds. These high mountain ranges, the heartland of Iraqi Kurdistan, constitute a remote and inaccessible area of deep gorges and rugged, snow-capped mountains rising to 12,000 feet (over 3,600 meters), broken only by the fertile valleys of the Tigris tributaries.


Within this diversity of territory the unifying feature of Iraq’s geography is its twin river system. From the dawn of civilization, the rivers have provided the irrigation that made life possible for those inhabiting the flat, dry plains through which they flow, uniting the populations of the north and south and giving them a common interest in controlling the rivers and their tributaries. The rivers have also provided the arteries for trade and communication without which the cities that have made Mesopotamia famous could not have flourished.


The rivers are not an unmixed blessing, however. The Tigris has often delivered torrential floods in the spring, too late for the winter crop and too early for the summer. The south of the country has a poor natural drainage system, causing progressive salinization of the soil if irrigation is not controlled or the soil flushed. Without dams, barrages, and artificial drainage systems, the rivers cannot support continuous agriculture. Whenever such an organized system has existed, the country between the two rivers has flourished; when it has not, decline, unrest, and turmoil have often resulted.


Iraq today is a country rich in resources. With proper management, the river system can provide agricultural production to feed a good portion of the population, although dams built on the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates have reduced their flow in Iraq. Its agricultural potential, declining through overuse and, in recent years, neglect and abuse, is now dwarfed by petroleum. Iraq’s proven oil reserves in 2010 were over 115 billion barrels, with another 100 billion of probable or possible reserves in areas not yet extensively explored. These reserves are the world’s fourth largest, exceeded only by Saudi Arabia, Canada, and Iran.8 With an estimated gross domestic product of over $91 billion in 2010, Iraq has ample sources of capital for development, if properly used and husbanded. Yet Iraq’s problems in the twenty-first century resemble those of its past. The challenge is to organize the political and social environment in a way that will bring Iraq’s considerable potential to fruition, give peace and prosperity to its people, and put an end to the repression, disruption, and conflict that have led, in recent decades, to conflict, disunity, and decay.


The People


Even if one can speak of an Iraqi state, it is not yet possible to speak of an Iraqi nation. Iraq’s present borders incorporate a diverse medley of peoples who have not yet been welded into a single political community with a common sense of identity.9 The search for this identity has been a shared, if elusive, project of all Iraqi governments and has become particularly acute since 2003. Considerable integration and assimilation have taken place since the inception of the mandate, but there have also been setbacks—especially in recent years—to the process of nation building, revealing the fragility of the demographic mosaic and even of the state itself.


The first and most serious demographic division is ethnic or, more properly speaking, linguistic. Arabic speakers constitute 75 to 80 percent of the population; Kurdish speakers, 15 to 20 percent. The Arabs dominate the western steppe and the Tigris and Euphrates valleys from Basra to the Mosul plain; the Kurds have their stronghold in the rugged mountain terrain of the north and east and the foothills that adjoin it. However, the Iraqi Kurds are only a portion of a larger Kurdish population with whom they identify on linguistic, cultural, and nationalistic grounds. In 2011 there were a little over 6 million Kurds in Iraq, about 13 million in Turkey (about 19 percent of the population), 9 million in Iran (13 percent of the population), and between 1 and 2 million in Syria (about 7 percent of the population). There are smaller numbers in Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Europe.10
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FIGURE 1.3 Ethnoreligious Groups in Iraq


A second major division in the population runs along religious lines between the two great sects of Islam, the Shi’a and the Sunni. Since the overwhelming majority of the Kurds are Sunni, this division affects mainly the Arabs, but the religious split has tended to segment Iraqi society into three distinct communities: the Arab Shi’a, the Arab Sunnis, and the Kurds.


The Arab Shi’a


The division of the Muslim community originated shortly after the Prophet’s death in a political dispute over who should be selected caliph, or successor. The Sunnis, the majority, have accepted all caliphs who have held office, regardless of the method of selection, so long as they were able to make their claims effective. The Shi’a, the minority, took the side of the fourth caliph, Ali, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, claiming that the leadership of the community should have been his from the first and that only his heirs were legitimate successors. Eventually, the leadership of the Shi’i community devolved on religious scholars, called mujtahids. The fact that each individual Shi’a is expected to follow a leading mujtahid gives the Shi’i community stronger leadership and a greater sense of cohesion than its Sunni counterpart.


From the first, southern Iraq has been a stronghold of Shi’i Islam. As Arab tribes migrated from the Arabian Peninsula in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and settled in the river valleys, they were converted to Shi’i Islam by religious scholars and their emissaries. Today the Shi’a are the largest single religious community in Iraq, outnumbering the Arab Sunnis three to one and constituting a solid majority of the total population.


Under the Sunni Ottoman administration of Iraq, which began in the sixteenth century, Iraqi Shi’a were largely excluded from administrative positions, from the military, and from government-sponsored education institutions that trained for them. Not surprisingly, the Shi’a, so long excluded from government, came to be deeply alienated from it, although the Shi’a had their own educational institutions to train clerics (the hawza) and an independent source of finances (the khums—a fifth of net income required of followers).


The Arab Sunnis


In contrast to the Shi’a, the Arab Sunnis in Iraq tended to be more secular and, with the exception of some recently settled tribes, more urban in composition. As a result, their communal identity has been less developed. Unlike the Shi’a, the Sunnis do not accord special religious authority to their leaders—the scholars, jurists, and judges collectively known as ulama who define and uphold the rules that guide the community. Rather they follow the sunna, or customs of the Prophet (from which they take their name), and the shari’a, the body of Islamic doctrine, law, and ritual derived from the Quran and the sunna. It is to the shari’a, rather than to any particular leader, that the Sunni community owes adherence, a factor that has made it far more loosely structured than the Shi’i community.


Despite their minority status, the Arab Sunnis have traditionally dominated the political and social life of Iraq, originally owing to Ottoman support but later the result of the ability of Sunnis to maintain the command posts of power. Although no census has been taken that distinguishes among various Muslim groups, the Arab Sunnis probably represent about 15 to 20 percent of the population.11 Geographically, they are concentrated in the northern part of the country, including the Arab tribal groups of the western steppe and the Arab villages and towns of the northern Tigris and Euphrates areas. The remainder of the Arab Sunni community is almost wholly urban, situated in the cities and towns of the central and northern provinces. Substantial numbers of Sunnis also live in some cities of the south, especially Basra.


Although the collapse of the Ottoman Empire in the First World War removed Ottoman support for Sunni supremacy, it did not end Sunni dominance. That dominance has waxed and waned over time, especially socially and intellectually, but Sunni political control was more pronounced at the end of the twentieth century than at any time since the mandate. This political dominance and the resulting enjoyment of most of society’s benefits have given the Sunni community a closer association with—and vested interest in—the emerging Iraqi state. Arab Sunnis have also had considerable affinity for the secular philosophies of Arab nationalism originating in neighboring (and largely Sunni) Arab countries. The displacement of the Sunnis by a new Shi’a leadership after 2003 has been a social and political change of major proportions.


The Kurds


The origin of the Kurds is still a matter of some historical dispute, with most Kurdish scholars claiming descent from the ancient Medes. However, because there was no written Kurdish literature until the tenth century, it is difficult to substantiate this identification.12 Whatever their origins, the Kurds were almost completely converted to Islam. They became orthodox Sunnis, part of a vast Muslim empire and often its staunchest defenders. From time to time, particularly in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Kurdish dynasties arose, but they lacked cohesion and were unable to maintain their autonomy.


The Kurds have proved the most difficult of Iraq’s people to assimilate because of their numbers, geographic concentration, mountain inaccessibility, and cultural and linguistic identity. Language has been a major stumbling block. The Kurds speak an Indo-European language closely akin to Persian, although some also speak Arabic. Both Arabic and Kurdish are now official languages of the central government.


Even more important has been the sense of ethnic—even national—identity that the Kurds have developed. In the twentieth century, a sense of Kurdish identity based on language, close tribal ties, customs, and a shared history inspired Kurdish nationalist movements. Like their predecessors, however, these political groups lacked sufficient cohesion and coordination to achieve lasting results before the twentieth century.


The majority of Iraq’s Kurdish population today is to be found in the mountains and foothills of the northeast, with Arbil as its political capital and Sulaimaniyya as its intellectual center. Until recently most Kurds were rural. However, the destruction of much of the Kurdish countryside, especially adjacent to Iran, and the forced migration of much of this population as a result of local wars and sometimes brutal actions taken by the Iraqi government under Saddam Husain have resulted in resettlement of large numbers of Kurds in cities and towns.


Other Minorities


Aside from these three major demographic groups, there are several smaller ethnic and religious communities in Iraq. In northern towns and cities along the old trade route that led from Anatolia along the foothills of the Zagros to Baghdad live members of a Turkish-speaking group known locally as the Turkmen. Comprising about 3 percent of the population and most numerous in the cities of Kirkuk and Arbil,13 they are probably remnants of migrations of Turkish tribes dating from the Seljuk era of the twelfth century and of the Turkman tribal dynasties of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The Turkmen, mainly Sunni and middle class, have for decades produced a disproportionate number of bureaucrats and have integrated well into modern Iraq.


In the south is a group of Shi’i Persian speakers with strong ties to Persia that have never been severed. Until the 1980s, they constituted 1.5 to 2 percent of the population, but in the wake of the Iran-Iraq war, this community was largely expelled from Iraq.14 The Iraqi Persian speakers have frequently looked to Persian rulers to support their interests, causing them to be regarded with suspicion by the Ottoman Turks and more recently by Arab nationalist governments. Another Persian-speaking group distinct from these town dwellers is the Lurs, less than 1 percent of all Iraqis. Often called faili or Shi’i Kurds, they are almost all tribally organized villagers concentrated near the eastern frontiers of Iraq.15


Iraq also has a number of non-Muslim minorities—Christians, Jews, and a few other communities that predate Islam. Until 1951 non-Muslims made up about 6 percent of the Iraqi people,16 and the Jews were the oldest and largest of these communities, tracing their origin to the Babylonian captivity of the sixth century BCE. Overwhelmingly urban, the bulk of the Jewish community lived in Baghdad, where Jews were often prosperous and influential merchants. The position of the community was radically changed by the impact of Zionism. With the establishment of Israel in 1948, the situation of Iraqi Jews became untenable, and their exodus in 1951 left only a handful. In subsequent years the community virtually disappeared.


Various Christian sects make up a little less than 3 percent of the population. Instability and attacks on the community after 2005 have led to a decline in their numbers. The largest denomination is the Chaldean Church, founded in the fifth century by the followers of the theologian Nestorius. In the sixteenth century they unified with Rome. Centered in Mosul and the surrounding plains, most Chaldeans speak Arabic, although some use a modified version of Syriac as a vernacular.17


Second in importance are the Assyrians, those Nestorians who did not unite with Rome. The British settled about 20,000 of them in the northern areas of Iraq around Zakhu and Dahuk following the First World War. The Assyrians, so called because they claim descent from the ancient Assyrians, proved to be one of the most unsettling elements in Iraq’s modern history prior to the Second World War. Their uninvited intrusion into the country through the intervention of a foreign power was deeply resented by the Muslims and especially by the Kurds, in whose areas they were settled. In recent years the Assyrians have become more integrated.


Other Christian groups include the Armenian, Jacobite, Greek Orthodox, Greek Catholic, and Latin Catholic communities, but their numbers are small in comparison to those of other Christians. A small number of Protestants, almost wholly the result of the nineteenth-century Baptist and Congregational missions, live mainly in Baghdad and Basra.


Two other religious communities of obscure origin deserve mention. One is the Yazidis. Racially and linguistically Kurdish,18 they are village dwellers located near Mosul. Their religion is a compound of several ancient and living religions, and its most notable element is a dualism most likely derived from Zoroastrianism. They have resisted attempts to integrate into the larger society. The second group, the Sabians or Mandeans, is a sect of ancient origin and diverse elements inhabiting portions of the southern delta. Their faith stresses baptism and contains elements of Manicheanism but not Islam.


Town and Tribe


To these ethnic and sectarian divisions, somewhat blurred since mandate days, must be added a third social distinction that has played a profound role in Iraq’s modern history—the division between town and tribe. Though greatly softened in recent years by the growth of cities and the spread of education to the countryside, the legacy of tribalism is subtle but pervasive in Iraq.


The historical importance of the tribes in Iraq can scarcely be exaggerated. Nomadic, seminomadic, or settled, they surrounded the handful of cities and larger towns, controlled the country’s communications system, and held nine-tenths of its land at the time of the mandate.19 In 1933, a year after Iraqi independence, according to estimates there were 100,000 rifles in tribal hands and 15,000 in the possession of the government.20 Although only a few of these tribes were nomadic, the bulk of the settled population of the country, whether Arab or Kurd, was tribally organized and retained tribal mores and customs.


The extension of tribal organization and institutions to rural Iraq has meant that much of the rural population failed to put down deep roots in the soil. The settled village community with its attachment to the land—the backbone of the social structure throughout most of the Middle East—has been a missing link in Iraq’s social fabric. Instead of love of the land, loyalty to family and tribe has dominated Iraq’s social and political life. Among the legacies of tribalism in Iraq are intense concern with family, clan, and tribe; devotion to personal honor; factionalism; and, above all, difficulty cooperating across kinship lines—the underlying basis of modern civic society.


The only significant counterbalance to tribalism has been the economic and political power of the cities, but until modern times these were few in number and economically and culturally unintegrated with the rural hinterland. Aside from Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul, there were few cities worthy of the name at the end of the Ottoman era. Most were simply caravan stops like Zubair, fueling stations like Kut, or religious shrines like Karbala and Najaf, in which the benefits of law and order, trade and manufacture, were noticeable only against the background of poverty in the countryside. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, about a quarter of a population of a little over 2 million were urban; a quarter of these were concentrated in Baghdad.21


Rapid urbanization, the spread of education, and the extension of government into the countryside in the last half of the twentieth century greatly eroded tribalism and decisively shifted the balance of power to the cities. Nevertheless, although tribal organization is rapidly disappearing in the countryside, tribal customs and attitudes have left tangible influences. In political life, family, clan, and local ties often take precedence over national loyalties and broader ideologies.
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THE BRITISH MANDATE,
1920–1932


The impact of British rule in shaping modern Iraq has been second only to that of Ottoman rule. In some respects the British left remarkably little behind; in others they made a more lasting impression. Before the British mandate, there was no Iraq; after it, a new state with the beginnings of a modern government had come into being. The British bequeathed Iraq its present boundaries and, as a result, potential minority problems and border problems with its neighbors.


Imposing British rule did not prove easy. Conquest took four years, and the first attempt at administration, the imposition of the Indian colonial model, failed after a nationalist revolt in 1920. Thereafter, Britain fell back on “indirect rule,” using elements of the local population willing to work with them. To govern Iraq, Britain installed an array of state institutions: a monarchy to head the central government and symbolize Iraq’s unity, an army and a bureaucracy to keep order and run the country, and a Western-style constitution providing for indirect elections and a parliament. A treaty with Britain regulated Britain’s “advisory” and military support role. Britain also concluded an oil concession with the new Iraqi government, which kept control in foreign hands, but serious oil production did not begin until well after the mandate.


Much of this political structure—especially the monarchy and the Western-style parliamentary institutions—put down few roots and was swept away after 1958. This is not surprising because Britain’s stay in Iraq was one of the shortest in its imperial career, and it spent few resources on Iraq. But the bureaucracy and the army, institutions predating the mandate, remained. So, too, did the Iraqi leaders placed in power by the British themselves—the Ottoman-educated Arab Sunni officers and bureaucrats. They and the traditions of government they brought with them would do more to shape modern Iraq than the British had.


The British Occupation and the
Institutions of the Indian School


Despite Britain’s long-standing interests in the Gulf, the British had no intention of occupying the Tigris and Euphrates valleys at the outbreak of the First World War. However, when it became apparent late in 1914 that Turkey, Britain’s traditional ally, would enter the war on the side of the Central Powers and was mobilizing at the head of the Gulf, Britain decided to occupy Faw and Basra to protect its strategic interests and communications and its oil fields at the head of the Gulf. On 6 November 1914, British troops landed at Faw, and by 22 November they had moved up to Basra. In March 1917 they took Baghdad, and in 1918 they occupied Mosul.1


The administration initially imposed on Iraq was overwhelmingly the work of men seconded from the India Office and was modeled largely on Britain’s imperial structure in India. The philosophy guiding the group was largely based on nineteenth-century ideas of the “white man’s burden,” a predilection for direct rule, and a distrust of local Arabs’ capacity for self-government. These attitudes deterred the appointment of local Arabs to positions of responsibility. Meanwhile, the British dismantled and supplanted the Ottoman administration as rapidly as possible. A new civil and criminal code based on Anglo-Indian laws replaced the old Turkish laws, the Indian rupee became the medium of exchange, and the army and police force were increasingly staffed with Indians.


Reversing Turkish tribal policy, which had aimed at weakening tribal leaders and bringing the tribes under the control of the central government, the British now attempted to restore tribal cohesion, to make the paramount shaikhs responsible for law and order and the collection of revenue in their districts, and to tie them to the nascent British administration through grants and privileges. This policy was applied not only in the Arab areas but also to the Kurdish provinces as they were taken. Efficient and economical, this policy reduced the need for highly paid British staff in the countryside, but ultimately it strengthened the hold of the shaikhs over their tribesmen and their land. Entrenchment of a class of landlord-shaikhs, though not wholly a British invention, was certainly one of the most lasting and problematic legacies of the Indian school.2


It was not long before the policies of the Indian school generated opposition both in Britain and Iraq. In March 1917 the British government issued a memo making it clear that an indigenous Arab government under British guidance was to be substituted for direct administration. As a response to the memo, the Anglo-Indian civil code was replaced by a return to Turkish courts and laws. However, little else was changed. Local British bureaucrats continued to strengthen their hold on the country, appointing few Arabs to senior positions. The result was not long in coming.


The 1920 Revolt and Its Results


The 1920 revolt was sparked by an April 1920 announcement that the principal victors in the first World War, meeting at San Remo, had assigned a mandate for Iraq to Britain. Opposition to the British had already been growing for some time among Iraqi communities, inside and outside the country. Rising anti-British sentiment had been fanned by the nationalists in Baghdad, the Shi’i religious leaders of the holy cities, and disaffected mid-Euphrates tribal leaders.3 Though the motives of these groups were mixed, all were united by a desire to be free of British rule. A chief feature of the movement was the unprecedented cooperation between the Sunni and Shi’i communities.
 

The revolt began on 30 June 1920, when a shaikh who had refused to repay an agricultural debt was placed in prison at Rumaitha. His incensed tribesmen rose up against the British, and they were soon joined by others. Anti-British sentiments were aroused, and the revolt spread. All in all, the insurgency lasted for about three months and affected about a third of the countryside; none of the major cities and few of the urban nationalists were affected.4 The movement was disorganized, diverse, and localized, making it vulnerable to suppression by a determined central government.5 However, the uprising was costly for the British—over four hundred lives and up to £40 million—and caused an outcry in the press at home and very nearly wrecked the British position entirely.6 Although the revolt did not achieve Iraqi independence or turn real authority over to the Iraqis, it did succeed in discrediting the India Office policy thoroughly, and it assured a much larger measure of participation by the Iraqis in their first national government.


On 1 October 1920, Sir Percy Cox landed in Basra to assume his responsibilities as high commissioner in Iraq. The first decisive step in creating the institutions and structure of the new Iraqi state and the British role in it took place at the Cairo Conference of 1921. It was here that the three pillars of the Iraqi state were conceived: the monarchy, in the person of Faisal, the third son of the sharif of Mecca; the treaty, the legal basis for Britain’s rule; and the constitution, designed to integrate elements of the population under a democratic formula. All three were intertwined.7


The Monarchy


On 27 August 1921, Faisal was installed as Iraq’s first king. The founder of the Hashimite dynasty in Iraq was born in Mecca to a family that traced its lineage back to the Prophet. Firmly rooted by practice and conscience to the Arab nationalist cause, Faisal did not initially favor the Arab alliance with the British and became a supporter only by necessity. Faisal’s subsequent career as head of the short-lived Syrian kingdom between 1918 and 1920, his fruitless efforts at the European peace conference on behalf of the Arabs, and his humiliating removal from power in Syria by the French served to sharpen his sense of realism and his ability to deal with a variety of people and groups.


Whereas some of his associates saw Faisal as weak, others saw him as a subtle politician, one of the few capable of manipulating and balancing various Iraqi forces. Whatever his style, it is clear that Faisal’s position was weak. As a monarch imposed on Iraq by an alien, dominant power, Faisal was always conscious of the need to put down roots in Iraq and to appeal to its different ethnic and sectarian communities if the monarchy were to remain.


Once Faisal had been nominated, he needed to be elected. A well-managed plebiscite gave Faisal 96 percent of the vote; his real support was nowhere near that figure. Nevertheless, on 27 August 1921, Faisal was installed as king. With Faisal’s accession the Iraqi nationalists who had served with him in the war and who had formed the backbone of his short-lived government in Syria returned to Iraq. Staunchly loyal to Faisal, Arab nationalist in outlook, yet willing to work within the limits of the British mandate, these repatriated Iraqis rapidly filled the high offices of state, giving Faisal the support he lacked elsewhere in the country. This handful of young, Ottoman-educated Arab lawyers, officers, and civil servants soon achieved a position in Iraqi politics second only to that of the British and Faisal, displacing the older notables originally installed by the British.


The intrusion of these Iraqis into the administration at all levels marked a first step in establishing Arab Sunni dominance in government. At the same time, it also had the effect of Arabizing the regime, a process intensified by the shift from Turkish to Arabic in the administration and the school system. Although the Ottoman civil code was retained and made the basis of its curriculum, the Law College, the institution responsible for training most bureaucrats, was put under Arab administration. The centralized education system in particular emphasized the Arabic language and Arab history, with an underlying thrust toward secularism and pan-Arabism; both had a long-lasting impact. This emphasis was mainly the handiwork not of the British but of Sati’-l-Husri, a strong Arab nationalist from Syria and chief education administrator in the early mandate.


However positive the contributions of the strong pan-Arab orientation, it thwarted the development of a more inward-looking, Iraq-centered patriotism while excluding and alienating large elements of the Arab-speaking Shi’i population and the Kurds, who might have been more attracted to a distinctly Iraqi identity.8


The Cairo Conference also established a native Iraqi army. The lower ranks were drawn from tribal elements, often Shi’i, but the officer corps came almost solely from the ranks of former Ottoman army officers. Inevitably, these officers were Sunni, perpetuating Sunni dominance of the officers corps. Officers with pro-Turkish sentiments were soon weeded out, making the army officer corps primarily Arab in composition and orientation. Some Kurdish officers were eventually brought in as well.


The Treaty


The mandate awarded to Britain by the League of Nations had specified that Iraq should be prepared for self-government under British tutelage but left the means and mode to the mandatory power. The British decided to express the mandatory relationship by a treaty, deemed the most imaginative way to neutralize Iraqi opposition. Treaty negotiations with the Iraqis were begun shortly after Faisal was installed as king, and in October 1922 the Council of Ministers ratified the treaty.


The treaty was the backbone of Britain’s indirect rule. It provided that the king would heed Britain’s advice on all matters affecting British interests and on fiscal policy as long as Iraq was in debt to Britain. A subsequent financial agreement required Iraq to pay half the costs of the British residency and other costs, which not only placed Iraq in a state of economic dependence on Britain but also helped retard its development. The treaty also required Iraq to appoint British officials to specified posts in eighteen departments to act as advisers and inspectors.9 It was with this network of intelligence and influence, supported by the provisions of the treaty and the option of military sanctions, that the British governed during the mandate. In return Britain promised to provide Iraq with various kinds of aid, including military aid, and to propose Iraq for membership in the League of Nations at the earliest possible moment. The duration of the treaty was to be twenty years.
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FIGURE 2.1 Iraq’s Provinces, 1958


SOURCE: Authored by Dr. M. R. Izady and posted by the Gulf2000 project at Columbia University, New York, http://gulf2000.columbia.edu/maps.shtml.


The Constitution


The constitution was closely intertwined with the treaty. The first critical issue between the British and the Iraqis revolved around the powers of the king, whom the British hoped to make their instrument, and of parliament, which the Iraqi nationalists hoped to dominate. The proposed constitution gave Parliament sufficient power to bring down a cabinet but counterbalanced this power by granting the king the right to confirm all laws, to call for general elections, and to prorogue parliament.


This constitution was finally passed in 1924 by the Constituent Assembly after a long struggle with the opposition. With a few modifications, the constitution provided the country’s political and legal structure under the monarchy until the revolution of 1958. It was an instrument well designed to foster Britain’s indirect control. The monarch functioned partly as a symbol of unity but mainly as a means by which the high commissioner could bring his influence to bear in cases of conflict. Parliament soon became a stronghold of the tribal leaders whom the British had done so much to protect and strengthen. The constitution failed to take root, however—partly because Iraqis were never given real responsibility in the government and partly because they came to regard it as an instrument of foreign manipulation and control. As a result, Iraqi elites focused their energies not on developing constitutional institutions as a foothold of eventual control but rather on removing unwanted British influence.


The Kurdish Problem


European policymakers had originally expected that the Kurds, like the Armenians, would be given national autonomy or independence under a mandate. In fact, the abortive Treaty of Sevres, concluded in August 1920 with the Ottoman sultan, had provided for an autonomous Kurdish state and had stipulated that the Kurds of Turkey and Iraq could apply for admission to the League of Nations within a year. The problem lay in finding suitable Kurdish leaders to assume responsibility for such an administration.


The one British attempt in this direction had failed. In 1922 the British had appointed Shaikh Mahmud al-Barzinja as governor of Sulaimaniyya. Shaikh Mahmud was expected to establish a viable Kurdish entity there, yet remain compliant toward British influence. In short, Mahmud was to become a Kurdish Faisal. To aid him in the task, the British allowed a number of Ottoman-trained Kurdish army officers and administrators to join him. The hope was that they could infuse a sense of nationalism into an essentially tribal environment.


But Mahmud attempted to carve out an independent principality, sacrificed the loyalty of his Kurdish officers in appointing his relatives to high positions, and was also in touch with the Turks. These actions alienated any British support Mahmud might otherwise have acquired, and in February 1923 the British forced him out of power. By the summer of 1923, when elections for the Constituent Assembly were finally held, the Kurds were no longer offered a choice of joining the new Iraqi state or holding aloof. The Kurds were brought under the sovereignty of the new Iraqi state by fiat. The inclusion of the Kurdish minority into the Iraqi state was a fateful decision both for the Kurds and for the future stability and direction of the Iraqi state.10 The border with Turkey was finally fixed by an international commission in March 1925.


Oil and the Slow Pace of Development


Negotiations between Britain and Iraq for an oil concession began later in 1923 and generated a protracted and acrimonious debate. The main sticking point was Iraq’s demand for 20 percent ownership in the company, which would have given Iraqis a voice in management and some control over oil production. The company refused, and Iraqis, fearing the loss of the Mosul wilaya (province) to Turkey if they did not give in, signed the concession in March 1925. It was not until October 1927 that the new Iraq Petroleum Company brought in its first well north of Kirkuk. Although the oil concession and the revenue it eventually brought Iraq are among the most important legacies of the British mandate, the benefits from oil were slow to materialize. Only in the 1950s did substantial revenues from oil begin to accrue to Iraq.


During the entire mandate period, Iraq lacked the funds for development and penury was widespread. Continuing budget deficits were exacerbated by Iraq’s obligation to pay its share of the Ottoman debt and to pay for the public facilities constructed by Britain. As a result, little was accomplished under the mandate in the way of economic or social development. Although there was some increase in agriculture, Iraq’s resources were underdeveloped and a large proportion of its population remained illiterate.11 The educational situation under the mandate was poor, owing partly to lack of funds and partly to the small numbers trained by the British, who were afraid of producing more graduates than the bureaucracy could absorb. In 1930 only 159 secondary students passed the public examination.12 At the end of the mandate, much of Iraq’s countryside—where 70 percent of the population lived—was still virtually untouched by modernization and modern industry had scarcely begun.


In the cities a small middle class of civil servants, retail merchants, and professionals had begun to emerge, but the bulk of the population—urban and rural—remained at or near the poverty level. Urban migration, although not as severe as in the 1930s, produced a group of uprooted people inhabiting urban slums. A small number of workers benefited from the start of the oil industry and the development of the port and the railroad system, but the lack of funds slowed the growth of industry and infrastructure. Meanwhile, local artisans and craftsmen were gradually undermined by foreign imports.


The Nationalist Movement:
Composition and Outlook


The early 1920s, which brought the creation of the state and its instrumentalities, also marked the beginnings of strident opposition to foreign control. Nationalist opposition was to dominate the political scene right up to the revolution of 1958. The opposition’s dislike of the foreign connection came to include the parliamentary institutions established by the British and the groups they placed in power, contributing to the removal of both in 1958.


The period of opposition, despite its spasmodic and spontaneous nature, can be divided into three overlapping waves. The first wave was the 1920 revolt already discussed. Based mainly on tribal insurgents, urged on by Shi’i religious leaders and various urban elements, it was the first and only armed confrontation with the mandatory regime. In addition to its effects on British policy, the revolt’s impact on Iraqis was profound. The decisiveness with which the tribes were defeated convinced many of the urban leaders that recourse to armed revolt would be futile while British troops remained on Iraqi soil and were not counter-balanced by an Iraqi force. They promptly turned their attention to the development of a regular army, which would replace the tribes as a military force and could ultimately be used as an instrument against the British. As for the tribal leaders, their power to influence events was greatly diminished after 1920, although not entirely eliminated.


The second wave of opposition accompanied the cabinet’s treaty discussions in 1922 and the subsequent election of the Constituent Assembly that was to ratify the treaty. This opposition, led primarily by urban nationalists and expressed through political parties and the press, had a strong Shi’i component. In June 1923 a series of fatwas (religious decrees) against the election were issued by Shi’i religious leaders. When the king and the government, backed by the British, decided shortly thereafter to arrest the offenders, including a leading Shi’i cleric, a number of Shi’i mujtahids withdrew in protest to Persia, expecting this act to generate pressure on the cabinet from disaffected Shi’a and from the Persian government. It did not. In fact, the appeal of the mujtahids to a foreign power—Persia—alienated not only the British but the Sunni politicians as well. When the mujtahids were allowed to return much later, it was only on the condition that they formally renounce their political activities. The failure of this move dealt a decisive blow to Shi’i clerical participation in politics.13


The Arab Sunni opposition, though it shared the antiforeign sentiments of the Shi’a, disliked the prospects of Shi’i dominance even more. Many feared that Shi’i leadership of government would open the door to sectarianism and even to theocratic rule. To many Sunnis the creation of a secular state based on Arabism, even under temporary British control, seemed preferable. In any event, the suppression of the Shi’i militants left the leadership of the nationalist movement in the hands of Arab Sunni nationalists willing to cooperate with the British.


Arab Sunni nationalists led the third wave of opposition to the treaty, which began at the Constituent Assembly in 1924 and continued until the end of the mandate. The opposition attempted to strengthen the Chamber of Deputies at the expense of the cabinet and the king. In general, tribal groups joined the opposition in return for compensation in two areas: confirmation of their rights to land and a guarantee that their disputes would be settled according to tribal custom embodied in a separate Tribal Disputes Code. On both counts they were successful. These compromises ultimately helped to bolster the position of the emerging tribal landlord class and to forge an alliance between the urban Sunni politicians and the Shi’i tribal leaders of the south, an alliance subsequently supported by legislation granting the shaikhs tax immunities and benefits.


Political and social dynamics soon took on a character that persisted right up to the revolution of 1958. Political life came to revolve around a tripartite balance of power. One element consisted of the king, a foreign monarch dependent on the British for his position but anxious to develop a more permanent power base among the local politicians. Another comprised the British, anxious to neutralize the opposition and to see their supporters in the offices of prime minister and minister of interior. A third component consisted of a shifting group of Arab Sunni politicians, some more anti-British than others but all willing to assume office. One feature of the period was political pluralism and sometimes-intense competition for power at the top. Nuri al-Sa’id, a staunch supporter of the Arab revolt and of Faisal, was a leading exponent of this group.14 A few Kurds and Shi’a joined this contingent. Unused to political parties, the politicians formed parliamentary blocs, based mainly on personal ties and shifting political alliances.


Few of these politicians had roots in any large constituencies outside the halls of parliament, except for their links with tribal leaders. The failure to build broadly based political institutions or to reach out to groups beyond their personal or familial circles was a critical weakness of the nationalist movement. It allowed for manipulation by the British and the monarchy and prevented any one group from establishing sufficient power to move the country along in a particular direction.


The establishment of these urban Arab Sunnis in the political sphere was accompanied by developments in the economic sphere that gradually gave them an economic and social base as well: the growth of a new landed class, owing largely to the acquisition by private individuals of prescriptive rights over large tracts of land. Many of these investors were resident tribal shaikhs anxious to gain legal title to the land inhabited by their tribes, but most were urban investors and speculators who, profiting from the security introduced by the mandate, borrowed capital and bought up land. By 1930 the growth of a new oligarchy of landlords, urban entrepreneurs, and politicians was well under way.


Meanwhile, another development was under way—the buildup of the army and the security system under British aegis. These institutions soon became the real support base for the urban Arab Sunni nationalists in their struggle against the British, although the majority of army recruits came from the Shi’i south—the area the nationalists most desired to penetrate. The reach of the central government was extended, slowly but surely, into the countryside. One indication of this expansion was the increased effectiveness of tax collecting, which now reached groups and individuals who previously had been only marginally involved. By the end of the mandate, virtually all citizens of every class were liable for taxes.


The 1930 Treaty and the End of the Mandate


In June 1929 a newly elected labor government in Britain announced its intention to support Iraq’s admission to the League of Nations in 1932 and negotiate a new treaty recognizing Iraq’s independence. Nuri al-Sa’id became the new Iraqi prime minister. Although the British had some doubts about Nuri’s ability to handle the situation, they were soon disabused of this idea. Nuri’s firm hand was needed, for the government was faced with an opposition movement more broadly based and vocal than ever before. For the first time, Nuri used the tactics for which he later became famous. He silenced the opposition, muzzled the press, and insisted that the king prorogue parliament. Nuri’s successful handling of the treaty issue and the internal opposition raised him to the position of Iraq’s first politician in the eyes of the British, a position he was to hold thereafter.


In June 1930 a newly elected Iraqi parliament ratified the treaty that would take Iraq into the League of Nations. The treaty ended the mandate but retained British influence. Britain leased two bases and retained a right to all Iraqi military facilities; British “advisers and experts” remained. In return, Iraq was to receive military training, equipment, and assistance from Britain.15


Although suppressed by Nuri and tempered by subsequent events, opposition to the treaty and the foreign tie continued to surface in subsequent years, and even during periods of calm, suspicions of Britain’s hidden hand remained. It is only in the light of this continued opposition to the treaty that the revolution of 1958 and the anti-Western sentiment since that date can be understood. Though unsuccessful in eliminating British influence, the nationalist agenda and the anti-imperialist orientation the opposition projected came to exercise profound sway over successive generations of educated Iraqis.


Although the nationalists opposed the treaty because it did not sever the British tie, Iraqi minorities—in particular the Christians and the Kurds—opposed the treaty because it weakened the tie. Fearful for their status, they began the agitation that was to plague the new state in the decade after independence. Through all of this, however, the king and Nuri stood firm, and in October 1932 Iraq was admitted to the League of Nations, the first mandated state to receive its independence.


As British advisers departed from Baghdad, their place was taken by just the constellation of forces the British had envisaged. The throne inherited most of their power, and cabinets continued to be controlled by pro-British former army officers and lawyers, led by Nuri al-Sa’id. A new opposition party, Ikha-l-Watani (National Brotherhood) was briefly allowed into the citadels of power. It was led by Arab Sunnis but included new elements, such as the Shi’a Ja’far Abu-l-Timman and a liberal, left-wing reformer, Kamil al-Chadirchi. However, the party soon split over the willingness of some members to collaborate with the British and accept the treaty. In the countryside tribal leaders, well contented with the privileges they had received for their support, remained for the moment quiescent. Although the Shi’a and the Kurds were mainly excluded from the emerging structure of power, their opposition had been neutralized by a few seats in the cabinet and by representation of their more moderate elements in parliament. The main weakness of the mandate and mandatory institutions was their narrow scope. They reached only the upper urban strata, scarcely affecting the rural areas and the lower urban classes.


Such a result in 1932 is not surprising. In retrospect, British tutelage had been short—a mere decade or so. Even though “liberal” institutions—a parliament, elections, an open press, and political parties—had been created in Iraq, their effective operation was hampered not only by British limits but also by the absence of Iraqi “liberals” and a homegrown liberal ideology. Indirect rule generated, instead, strong antiforeign sentiments and a national movement that, because of its leaders’ Ottoman background and training, had deeper roots in the army and the bureaucratic structures of state than in the parliament or political parties. These cultural continuities would color much of Iraq’s subsequent political history.
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THE EROSION OF
THE BRITISH LEGACY,
1932–1945


The end of the mandate ushered in a period of transition and of troubles for the new state and its leaders. The gradual withdrawal of the British advisers brought Iraqi politicians face-to-face with a variety of internal problems they had thus far avoided. One was the breakdown of Iraq’s fragile unity. A number of religious and ethnic groups reasserted their claims to autonomy or a greater share of power in the central government. These problems were compounded by a resurgence of tribalism in the south, now mixed with Shi’i disaffection.


The withdrawal of the British and the diminution of their influence also led to a noticeable disillusion with the constitutional system and a search for new principles of social and political organization. The search was impelled by pressures for faster economic development and greater social justice in the distribution of wealth and privilege. Reinforcing these trends were new ideas from abroad that crystallized into two schools of thought that tended to divide the Iraqi intelligentsia between them.


On the one hand were the Arab nationalists, interested in building up the institutions of state and expanding Iraq’s influence in the Arab world. They were drawn into Arab politics. On the other hand were the social reformers, moved by growing awareness of social discontent and discrepancies in wealth and opportunities. They were more focused on Iraq and had more appeal to minorities and the Shi’a.


Continued social disturbances and their manipulation by politicians gave the new army its first opportunity to intervene in politics. In 1936 Iraq underwent its first military coup, which very nearly brought about the collapse of the constitutional regime. However, the new government established by the coup was willing to work for social reform and to concentrate more on Iraq than on the Arab world. This reform attempt did not succeed. Instead, the military—and, more specifically, the sector of the military with strong Arab nationalist sentiments—came increasingly to dominate the political system.


British pressures to involve Iraq more deeply in the Second World War increased anti-British sentiments and polarized Iraq’s politicians, who were unprepared to deal with such weighty matters. These events led in 1941 to a temporary unseating of the pro-British politicians, a counterinvasion by British forces, and a second British occupation of Iraq. This occupation was a decisive turning point in Iraq’s history. The British restored the former pillars of the regime to a position from which they could not be dislodged except by revolution. Their intervention created considerable resentment not only of the occupation but also of the ruling group and its association with a foreign power. These sentiments were suppressed during the war, but they did not disappear.


An Era of Communal and
Tribal Rebellion, 1932–1936


With the end of the mandate and the withdrawal of the British, Iraq attempted to create a strong government of national unity. King Faisal moved to propitiate the nationalist opposition by bringing some of its members into the government, but a series of problems threatening the national unity of the new state soon challenged this cabinet. The challenge began in the summer of 1933, when tensions with the newly settled Assyrian community exploded in a serious crisis.
 

The Assyrian Affair


To many outsiders the Assyrian affair was symptomatic of how Iraq would deal with a dissident minority. The settlement of the Assyrians in Iraq after the First World War and continued British protection of the group had long been resented by the Muslim population. The Assyrian community made claims to autonomy based on its previous status as a separate religious community under the Ottomans. Iraqi nationalists saw the Assyrians as a military and ideological challenge to Iraq’s national unity. On the one hand, British reliance on the Levies, a British-trained force wholly recruited from Assyrians, was feared and resented by the fledgling Iraqi army, sensitive to its own weakness.1 On the other hand, Iraqi independence and the shift in responsibility for internal defense to the Iraqi army worried the Assyrian community. The Levies threatened to resign en bloc and to regroup in the north with a view to forming an Assyrian enclave there.


The situation came to a head in August 1933 when fighting began between the Assyrians and the Iraqi army. Who fired the first shot has not been clearly established, but at the end of the battle thirty Iraqi soldiers and about half as many Assyrians were dead. A few of the remaining Assyrians managed to reach their villages, about five hundred crossed the border to Syria, and the rest were rounded up and shot by the army.


Anti-Assyrian and anti-British sentiment among the Iraqi population had reached an unprecedented pitch. Soon after the first affray, armed Kurdish irregulars massacred about a hundred Assyrian villagers at Dahuk and Zakhu. The worst act, however, occurred on 11 August in Sumayyil, when unarmed Assyrian villagers, clustered at the police station for protection, were killed by an army company, possibly under orders from Bakr Sidqi, the general in charge of the forces in the Mosul area. Whether or not Sidqi was responsible, 315 Assyrians perished at Sumayyil and at least forty villages were looted and partially destroyed.2


Apart from the human tragedy, the consequences of these acts were far-reaching. Iraq’s capacity for self-government, and particularly its treatment of minorities, was challenged by many in the international community, and the reputation of its newly independent government was harmed. Inside Iraq distrust between minorities and the government would poison the political atmosphere for some time to come.


A less spectacular but more significant outcome was that the Assyrian affair brought the army into national prominence for the first time and showed its future political potential. The affair elevated Bakr Sidqi to the position of a national hero. Offers to serve in the army now poured in from tribesmen and Kurds, making possible the passage of a conscription bill. This legislation strengthened the military and the nationalists.


The Death of Faisal


In September 1933 Faisal died suddenly of a heart attack. His death removed one of the few men capable of moderating the differences among Iraq’s diverse elements and destroyed the promising start he had made in incorporating opposition elements into a coalition government.


His twenty-one-year-old son, Ghazi, assumed the throne. Where Faisal had been at home among the townsmen and tribesmen and had taken to the interpersonal style of politics in Baghdad with zest, Ghazi cared little for the intricacies of Baghdad politics and often neglected his royal duties. On the positive side, however, his youth, his genuine nationalist feelings, and his closeness to the young army officers put him in tune with the emerging educated classes.3


Meanwhile, politicians in Baghdad continued to jockey for position, ignoring real problems. The resignation of Faisal’s coalition cabinet led to a struggle for power within governing circles. The machinations of politicians would have been less serious had they not come on top of tribal dissatisfactions that had been smoldering for some time. These now provided the raw material for disruptions that politicians could—and did—manipulate.


Tribal Revolts


The political scene was dominated for the next two years by tribal revolts, which grew out of a complex of causes. At the root of this tribal unrest was the transition from a society based on tribal organization and values to one based on settled agriculture and the emergence of a state. A striking manifestation of this transition was the erosion of the power and authority of the shaikh within the tribe as the new state extended its bureaucracy into the countryside. The conscription law passed in January 1934 was a prime example.


Landholding was another. Throughout the 1930s attention was focused on fixing rights of land ownership and tenure to encourage investment in agriculture and expansion of cultivated land. The practice of modern agriculture and the need to encourage investment required fixed titles over specified territorial plots.4 The welter of claims and counter-claims finally gave rise to the Land Settlement Law of 1932. Under this law a new form of tenure—lazma—could be granted by the settlement authorities to anyone who had enjoyed usufruct of the land for at least fifteen years, but land so granted could not be sold outside the tribe without the approval of the government.5 The intent of the law had been to safeguard the tribesman against alienation of the land, but except in a few areas, it was in fact used by urban investors and tribal shaikhs to secure legal title and to reduce the tribesmen to the status of sharecropping tenants. Far from ameliorating the problem, the law spurred intense competition for land titles, which played a major role in stirring up tribal insurgence.


The scramble for the land was accompanied by the gradual dispossession of the peasant. In 1923 only an estimated one-tenth of the peasants could claim traditional personal rights in the land. The remainder was at the mercy of the newly established landlord-shaikhs. By 1930 the reduction in tribesmen’s status had resulted in widespread migration to the cities. This migration gave rise to the notorious 1933 Law for the Rights and Duties of Cultivators, which stipulated that no peasant could be employed unless he was free from debt. Almost all peasants were indebted to their landlords.


These difficulties were further compounded by Shi’i grievances. The main grievances were the paucity of Shi’i representation in the central government and an inadequate share of the national resources. A number of religious Shi’a further believed that the government in Baghdad was illegitimate because it was secular, Sunni, and foreign dominated and that participation in the government was both unlawful and sinful. However, this attitude was challenged by a number of Arab Shi’a who, by the late 1920s, preferred to participate in politics and were willing to protest their underrepresentation.6


Attempts by Arab Sunni politicians to dissolve Shi’i particularism in a philosophy of secular Arab nationalism also created some animosity. Such an orientation expressed aspirations for eventual integration of Iraq into a greater Arab state that would, inevitably, be mainly Sunni. The alternative, focusing on an Iraqi state with its Shi’i majority, might require adjustments in the power structure and even a modified stance toward Persia, a prospect causing fear and anxiety among many Arab Sunni elites.7 These Sunni sentiments were expressed in a book, al-Uruba fi-l-Mizan (Arabism in the Balance), published in June 1933, which was critical of the Shi’a’s unwillingness to give their loyalty to the state and to pan-Arabism. The author was brought to trial and briefly imprisoned, but Shi’i hostility had already been aroused and turned against the government.8


These underlying factors would not of themselves have been sufficient to cause a tribal revolt, but after an outbreak of tribal rebellion in Daghghara on 15 March 1935, the king decided to install the opposition in a new cabinet. This cabinet was drawn almost exclusively from the strongest and most experienced of the inner circle of Arab Sunni nationalists and supporters of the pan-Arab orientation. It was headed by Yasin al-Hashimi, leader of the National Brotherhood Party. Members of the previous government and their tribal supporters were furious. The Shi’a took the opportunity to set forth even more stringent demands in a fascinating pamphlet, “Mithaq al-Sha’b” (The People’s Pact). It was the clearest statement yet of Shi’i alternatives to the current government, demanding equal representation in the central government and more local rule in the south.9 An election to the assembly, enlarged to make room for more Shi’i shaikhs, failed to satisfy the Shi’a or to prevent a resurgence of tribal rebellions.


There is little need to chronicle the various revolts here, which, with one exception, took place in the south. Disturbances began in May 1935 in Rumaitha and spread to Suq al-Shuyukh. They were followed by Yazidis in Sinjar rising up against conscription. A second rash of outbreaks began in Nasiriyya in 1936, followed by others in Rumaitha and Daghghara. Greed, tangled land claims, religious sentiment, and the weakening of tribal authority—especially symbolized by conscription—contributed in differing degrees.10


Dominance of the State and the Army


The cabinet acted with unexpected firmness in upholding the authority of the state and the central government, essentially ending tribal insurgence as a tool for political change. The initial rebellions were put down by Bakr Sidqi, who was lenient at first. When the rash of revolts continued in 1936, however, Sidqi became more ruthless. Military forces were sent to rebellious areas, and air force bombing took a heavy toll in lives. Summary executions were carried out under martial law. These measures were sufficient to bring peace to the tribal areas of the south.


At the same time, the cabinet fortified and expanded the army and the bureaucracy. By 1936 the number of men in the armed services had risen to about 23,000, double the figure for 1933, and the Royal Iraqi Air Force grew from a few planes to three squadrons.11 A paramilitary training program with a nationalist orientation, known as futuwwa (named after a medieval brotherhood devoted to chivalry), was introduced into the school system. These policies were accompanied by a strong Arab nationalist campaign in the press.


What proved to be the government’s undoing, however, was not the problem of the tribes but the increasingly authoritarian posture of the prime minister, Yasin al-Hashimi. Feeding opposition fears of a dictatorship, he began clamping down on open political activity and concentrating power in his own hands. He dissolved his party, the National Brotherhood, and then the opposition party, Wahda (Unity). Hashimi’s repression of the press made Nuri’s previous treatment seem mild by comparison. Hashimi was called the Bismarck of the Arabs, intimating his possible leadership of a greater Arab unity scheme.12


By 1936 Hashimi was beginning to hint at a prolonged tenure, claiming he hoped to be given the next ten years of his life to realize the aims desired by the country. The pronouncement caused immediate controversy. Whatever Hashimi’s motives, his wish was soon dispelled. A carefully planned conspiracy had been afoot for some time, involving not unruly tribes but the instrument on which nationalist politicians had lavished so much attention—the army.


The Bakr Sidqi Coup, 1936


The coup revealed the mix of forces at work in Iraq, as well as the different directions the state might have taken. Although personal ambition surely played a role, so, too, did the impetus for reform. Although the coup was known by Bakr Sidqi’s name, it was not initially the work of the general but of Hikmat Sulaiman. A member of a well-known Ottoman family, Sulaiman was interested not only in power but also in Iraq’s more rapid economic and social development. He advocated a thoroughgoing secularism and modernization along Turkish lines. This attitude brought him into close communion with Sidqi and the army.


Sidqi’s motives, like Sulaiman’s, were mixed. He had reached the highest position open to him in the army and now found the way to advancement blocked by the prime minister’s brother, who was chief of staff. But Sidqi also wanted the army expanded and modernized, which could not be achieved without removing the prime minister and his cabinet. Thus, when Sulaiman first broached the idea of a coup to Sidqi in the autumn of 1936, the suggestion fell on fertile ground.


The Political and Intellectual Climate


To understand the coup, however, one must also grasp the political and intellectual climate that enabled Sidqi and Sulaiman to mobilize enough support to carry out their conspiracy. New ideas were permeating Iraq during the 1930s, influencing Iraq’s intelligentsia. Two schools of thought, in particular, dominated.


The first school was drawn from the rising dictatorships of Europe. As educated Iraqis traveled through Germany and Italy or read of these countries’ spectacular economic and social advances, they began to identify progress and efficiency with authoritarian governments and social mobilization. A monolithic form of government seemed to offer a more effective means of unifying fragmented countries and modernizing backward societies than did constitutional democracy and the free enterprise system. More rapid development, political unity, and greater social discipline were the desiderata of this school of thought. Fascist Italy and Germany in the early days of Adolf Hitler were the models.13


The authoritarian regime that exerted the most powerful influence on Iraqis, however—especially on the older generation of nationalists—was that of Mustafa Kamal’s Turkey. As an Islamic country with traditions and problems similar to Iraq’s, Turkey offered a more attainable example than European regimes did. The use of the state to encourage the development of industry, agriculture, and education had wide appeal. Above all, Kamal’s masterful handling of parliament and its fractious politicians seemed—particularly to the military—to set an example worth following.


The second school of thought to stir the Iraqi imagination was democratic socialism. Iraqis were inspired less by the example of the Soviet Union than by the British Labour movement. A need for social rather than merely political reform, an appreciation of the economic basis of power, and dissatisfaction with the policy of the ruling oligarchy of politicians and landowners were keenly felt by the younger generation of Iraqis, the first to receive a Western-style education. This school of thought emphasized social justice, a more equitable distribution of political power and wealth, and genuine economic reform. In the early 1930s, young reformers began to coalesce in a loosely knit organization known as the Ahali group.14


By 1935 Ahali had attracted several older and respected politicians, including Ja’far Abu-l-Timman and Hikmat Sulaiman. With the addition of these politicians, the group’s emphasis shifted from intellectual matters to the achievement of political power. But the Ahali group did not become a political party. It was still new and lacking structure and organization, and with no grassroots support as yet, it was prone to exploitation.


The Unfolding of the Coup


The actual steps leading up to the Bakr Sidqi coup were kept secret. About a week before the coup, Sidqi approached the commander of the first division and secured his cooperation. When all appeared ready in the army, Sulaiman appealed to the Ahali group for support. Although some hesitated before committing themselves to a breach with the constitution, most joined the conspiracy, convinced that the group would have an unprecedented opportunity to put its ideas in practice.15


Events then marched to a swift conclusion.16 On 29 October 1936 planes dropped leaflets over Baghdad demanding Hashimi’s resignation and the appointment of Sulaiman as prime minister. Meanwhile, the army began a march on Baghdad under Sidqi’s leadership. The king was anxious about his own future, but once it was clear that the coup was designed to replace the cabinet and not the king, Ghazi was willing to acquiesce. Meanwhile, bombs were dropped near the Council of Ministers’ building. Shortly thereafter Hashimi resigned and Sulaiman was appointed prime minister. The following day Yasin al-Hashimi, Nuri al-Sa’id, and Rashid Ali al-Kailani, the minister of justice, left the country. Hashimi died of a heart attack in 1937, but Nuri and Rashid Ali returned later to play pivotal roles in their country’s political life.


The coup was a major turning point in Iraqi history.17 It made a critical breach in the constitution, already weakened by government politicians and their willingness to stir tribal rebellion, and opened the door to military involvement in politics. The coup also made a clean, if temporary, sweep of the old ruling group that had governed the country since its founding. Only one veteran politician, Sulaiman, found his way into the new government.


The change seemed to spell the gradual demise of the establishment. It also raised the possibility of a new direction in domestic politics. Much depended, however, on whether the new government could keep the army out of politics, restore constitutional procedure, and move ahead on some basic reforms.


Attempts to Liberalize and Their Failure


The cabinet Sulaiman appointed after the coup represented a mixture of coup participants. Sulaiman became prime minister, Sidqi became chief of staff, and the Ahali group received the lion’s share of economic and social ministries. The new government brought new people to power, many of whom had been educated under the British rather than the Ottomans. Liberal, leftist reformers acquired power for the first time. They meant to bypass the established alliance of urban Sunni politicians and rural landlords, redistributing power and privilege and developing a broader-based constituency among the middle and lower classes. Had their program succeeded, Iraq’s subsequent history might have been very different.


A less noticeable but more significant change was that the new government contained few Arab Sunnis and not a single advocate of the pan-Arab cause on which all previous governments had been founded. This configuration resulted in a more Iraq-centered foreign policy oriented toward better relations with Turkey and Iran instead of with the Arab countries. In 1937 the Sa’dabad Pact was concluded among Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Afghanistan, a group that prefigured the later Baghdad Pact. Iraq also reached an agreement with Iran (mediated by Britain) that attempted to settle the boundary between Iran and Iraq on the Shatt al-Arab. The agreement gave freedom of navigation on the Shatt to Iran and increased the territory under Iran’s jurisdiction, concessions that aroused some public opinion against the government.18 Sulaiman’s cabinet gave birth to the “Iraq First” policy of Iraq for the Iraqis and took cognizance of the need for good relations with Iraq’s non-Arab neighbors. However, the cabinet’s neglect of the Arab nationalist cause was soon to cause considerable trouble.


The new government began its work amid considerable popular support, but popular support could not for long mask the ultimate incompatibility of its two major components. Authoritarian by training and outlook, Sidqi was determined to make the army the main vehicle of power in the state; the liberal democratic reformers were bent on changing the social structure of the country. These differences, papered over in the common desire to overthrow the previous regime, soon generated conflict.


Initially, the reformers appeared to be strong. The new government promised an end to the suppression of liberty and advocated reforms in the educational system and the distribution of state lands. Its program called for an annulment of laws against the peasants, an encouragement of trade unions, and a spread of culture among the masses—a call for broad-based, rather than elite, education. This was, in short, a bold attack on privilege.19


However, it was not long before opposition began to surface from a number of sources. Chief among these were the landlord-shaikhs, who felt their authority to be threatened, and the Arab nationalists, who were unhappy over the Turkish orientation of the cabinet and over the agreement with Iran. Most important was opposition from Bakr and his supporters in the army.


A conflict between Sidqi and the Ahali group was probably inevitable. It came when tribal supporters of the previous cabinet rebelled and Sidqi and Sulaiman decided to crush them by force. Sulaiman’s decision was made without his consulting the cabinet. When the three reform ministers heard of it, they resigned. The episode signaled a clear victory for Sidqi and his contingent. Sulaiman promised the dissolution of the newly elected parliament, and a second election was in fact held to remove leftist influence. Thus ended any attempt to tamper with Iraq’s social structure until after the revolution of 1958.


These moves came too late to save the regime. Opposition to Sidqi had been growing, chiefly among the Arab nationalist politicians, who were in contact with a group of Arab nationalist army officers.20 These officers resented Sidqi as a Kurd who had encouraged Kurds in the army, and they felt the policy of Sulaiman’s government had been too pro-Turkish. The Shi’a detested Sidqi for his brutal suppression of the tribes. Above all, the opposition was aided and abetted by members of the previous cabinet. Nuri al-Sa’id, motivated partly by revenge and partly by opposition to the cabinet’s policy, waged an incessant campaign from Egypt against the cabinet.21 Once again the army, or a portion of it, intervened. On 11 August 1937, Bakr Sidqi was shot point-blank by a soldier under orders from the Arab nationalist officers.
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