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Introduction

In launching Operation Iraqi Freedom, the United States embarks
on a major undertaking, one that may well involve the creation of

a new Iraqi government and a significant, long-term commitment of
resources and personnel. This endeavor bears similarities to the Brit-
ish experience in Iraq during the first half of the twentieth century.
Beginning with a military occupation during World War I, Britain
built a new Iraqi state and attempted to shape its development over
the next several decades, establishing a constitutional monarchy that
was ostensibly democratic yet fundamentally structured to serve Brit-
ish interests.

Clearly, much has changed in the period since the British era of
Iraqi history. Nevertheless, Britain’s experience shares certain strik-
ing parallels with U.S. involvement in Iraq. U.S. policymakers and
planners can benefit from examining the context and dynamics of
that experience, analyzing the dilemmas of foreign intervention and
other issues faced by Britain as it laid the foundations for the modern
Iraqi state.

The chapters that follow offer a detailed assessment of the Brit-
ish experience, addressing the various political, historical, cultural,
economic, and military factors that both characterized and deter-
mined the outcome of Britain’s involvement in Iraq. Along the way,
the authors highlight numerous challenges that the United States
may have to confront during its own intervention in Iraq, such as
balancing traditional U.S. interests in regional stability with
Washington’s newly articulated commitment to democratic transfor-
mation; maximizing postwar administrative effectiveness in Iraq while
minimizing the U.S. military presence; decentralizing Iraqi political
power and governance; creating a broad-based postwar government
that incorporates representatives of all major ethnic and religious
groups; avoiding actions that might promote the retribalization of
Iraqi society; reorganizing the Iraqi military and reeducating the Iraqi
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officer corps; redefining the relationship between the Iraqi military
and government; and addressing Iraqi concerns regarding key re-
gional issues, including the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the war
on terrorism.

Hopefully, this volume will serve as a useful reference, providing
insights into Iraq’s past that may help in laying a solid foundation for
the country’s future.

Michael Eisenstadt and Eric Mathewson
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Peter Sluglett

The British Legacy

On November 6, 1914, a week after the Ottoman Empire
had entered World War I on the side of the Central Powers,

Indian Expeditionary Force D landed at Fao in the southernmost
province of Ottoman Iraq. Its subsequent occupation and de facto
annexation of the area consolidated Britain’s connection with a re-
gion in which it had long been economically dominant. The force
marched swiftly northward, at first meeting little resistance; the eu-
phoria this created encouraged those in charge in Delhi and London
to contemplate an immediate dash for Baghdad. But the troops were
poorly supplied and, at least initially, badly led; they were checked by
a Turkish rally at Kut in early 1916.

By March 1917, however, reinforcements from Britain and the
transfer of military command to London enabled the British to cap-
ture Baghdad. In November 1918, a few days after the end of the
war, the city of Mosul was occupied, and the surrounding province
fell into British hands. The campaign had been extremely costly, with
92,501 British casualties (including 51,385 wounded) and approxi-
mately twice that number of losses on the Ottoman side.

Over the course of the war, Britain, France, Italy, and Russia had
entered into a series of agreements under which Anatolia and the
Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire were to be divided among
the Allies. With a number of important modifications, these agree-
ments formed the basis of a peace settlement in the Middle East under
which France was assigned the areas that became Lebanon and Syria,
while Britain was assigned the areas that became Iraq, Transjordan,
and Palestine.

Yet, the entry of the United States into the war in April 1917
had introduced a new and somewhat unnerving political element
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into the Allies’ calculations. In the words of a senior member of the
British India Office late in 1917, “We must at least consider the
possibility of a peace which will not give us the absolute political
control of Mesopotamia that we should like to have.” Early the next
year, President Woodrow Wilson stated his war aims in his famous
Fourteen Points speech, which promised “absolutely unmolested au-
tonomous development” to any territories that might be “liberated”
from Ottoman rule.

Although its precise form took some time to materialize, the even-
tual result of this sea change in the international climate was the
mandates system, under which the newly founded League of Na-
tions assigned territories to one or another great power on a temporary
basis. The system was designed as a means of preparing the territories
concerned for independence within a finite, if imprecisely defined,
period. Colonization, annexation, or imperial incorporation were thus
ruled firmly off-limits.

E Pluribus Iraq?

On the Iraqi side, it is difficult to gauge what those who had been
“liberated” from Ottoman rule would have proposed had they been
given any say in planning their own future. Not since the heyday of
the Abbasid Empire had there been an entity corresponding to the
Iraqi state that was created at the end of the war. Iraq had never been
a unitary territory, as opposed to, for example, Greater Syria or Egypt
or Morocco, all of which had been identified as such for several cen-
turies. In economic and other terms, Mosul and its surroundings
looked toward Aleppo; the Kurdish areas were and always had been
anarchic; Baghdad and central Iraq looked toward Iran; and Basra
looked toward India and the Persian Gulf. Previously, Baghdad and
Basra had at times formed a single administrative unit ruled from
Baghdad by the Ottomans; but as a totality, the provinces that con-
stituted Iraq sat rather awkwardly together. Indeed, in the original
versions of some of the World War I Anglo-French agreements (e.g.,
the Sykes-Picot Agreement), Mosul had been assigned to the French,
that is, it was seen as part of Syria rather than as part of Mesopotamia.
It was not conceded to Britain until November 1918, during Prime
Minister Georges Clemenceau’s visit to London.
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Most of those who resided in the three former Ottoman prov-
inces that made up the new Iraqi state had been brought up to consider
the Ottoman state as a given, a structure to be tolerated and endured
rather than overthrown. That same attitude prevailed, mutatis mutan-
dis, in much of the rest of the Ottoman Empire, where “Arab
nationalism” was a far weaker and much more incoherent sentiment
than later generations of “Arab nationalists” would have their fellow
countrymen (and the rest of the world) believe. Although some Iraqi
officers, particularly graduates of military colleges in Baghdad and
Istanbul, had been involved in more or less secret societies that had
struggled against the despotism of the Ottoman sultan Abd al-Hamid
II, at least some of their goals had been achieved during the Young
Turk Revolution of 1908–09, which ended in his overthrow. Simi-
larly, many Iraqi Shi‘i intellectuals and religious figures had been
influenced by the constitutional movement in Iran, itself strongly
affected by the more politically active leadership emerging in the Shi‘i
Holy Cities in Iraq during the latter part of the nineteenth century.
Because of the general Shi‘i distrust of secular authority, most Iraqi
Shi‘is had little enthusiasm for the Ottoman sultan-caliph in Istanbul
but nevertheless heeded, insofar as they were able, his World War I
appeals to fight the infidels who were threatening the structures of
the Ottoman state. Hence, discussing Iraqi nationalist sentiment in
this context is somewhat anachronistic.

The disposition of the Iraqi Kurds is a case in point. Although
the Kurdish areas in what are now Iraq and Turkey were nominally
included in the Ottoman Empire, the Ottomans never actually ad-
ministered the region directly; instead, they often exercised control
through powerful local intermediaries (as was the case in many of the
tribal areas of southern Iraq). In the 1920s, however, government
was suddenly thrust upon the region with a vengeance, and the Kurds
were placed under the jurisdiction of the nascent Arab regime in
Baghdad. Until around 1922 or 1923, the Iraqi Kurds had been told
that they would be given a separate state under direct British rule
(i.e., with British officials in executive positions, as in British India)
rather than be made part of an Arab Iraq. As was often the case in
colonial settings, however, the new government in Baghdad found it
impossible to devolve power, claiming that doing so would be a dero-
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gation of the independent status to which it aspired. Although the
British swore to the League of Nations in the late 1920s that they
would ensure the protection of Iraqi minorities, it was fairly obvious
that these promises would not be worth the paper on which they
were written after Iraq became independent in 1932.

Due to these and other factors, several Kurdish revolts erupted
between 1929 and 1932. The Iraqi Kurdish problem was also com-
pounded by the fairly repressive tactics that Iranian ruler Reza Shah
used against Iranian Kurds in the 1930s, as well as by the even more
repressive approach of Turkish president Kemal Ataturk, who claimed
that only Turks should reside in Turkey.

The Consequences of British Administration

On the British side, “economy” quickly became the mandatory power’s
mantra, especially after the 1920 Iraqi national uprising (thawra
‘ishrin) against British rule. Like the other mandate territories, Iraq
had to be administered as inexpensively as possible without compro-
mising Britain’s objectives, which were, in order of importance: access
to the oil of the Mosul province; strategic considerations vis-à-vis
Britain’s Indian holdings; and, somewhat later, the security of the
empire’s air route. Securing the oil was accomplished by ensuring
that the area in which most of the oil fields were located became part
of the new Iraqi state; one by-product of this was that earlier prom-
ises of some form of Kurdish autonomy were rapidly forgotten. The
defense and internal security of Iraq were to be provided by a combi-
nation of the Iraqi army, the Royal Air Force (RAF)—at the time a
new branch of the British military eager to define a viable role for
itself in peacetime—and various local forces, principally the Assyrian
Levies recruited from the minority Christians who had arrived in
Iraq as refugees during World War I.

In 1920–21, Britain spent £32 million on the defense of Iraq; by
1926–27 the figure had dropped to £4 million, and by 1930–31 to
£480,000. In October 1921, seventeen battalions of the British and
Indian armies were stationed in Iraq; by 1930, there were no British
army units at all (apart from British military advisors involved in
training the Iraqi army). In their place were four squadrons of the
RAF. Although attempts were made to paper over British military
tactics (notably in a series of evasive answers to questions in Parlia-
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ment), the RAF was regularly employed to bomb or otherwise pun-
ish reluctant or indigent tribes, mostly in southern Iraq, whose crime
was not to have paid the taxes they owed to the Iraqi government.
Perhaps the most serious long-term consequence of the ready avail-
ability of air control was that it gradually turned into a substitute for
administration; with such powers at its disposal, the Iraqi govern-
ment was not encouraged to develop less violent methods of extending
its authority.

Britain strenuously resisted the introduction of military conscrip-
tion on the not-unreasonable grounds that it would cause great
discontent among the Kurds in the north and in the Shi‘i tribal coun-
tryside in the south. Thus, conscription was not introduced until
1934, a year after the Iraqi army had distinguished itself by massa-
cring the unarmed dependents of Assyrian Levies in the village of
Simel. Although conscription was not entirely responsible for the
major 1935 uprising by the southern tribes, it was certainly a con-
tributing factor.

The creation of the Iraqi army in many ways paralleled the con-
stitutional arrangements that had been applied to the new state. With
hindsight, both the state and its military contained deep-seated ele-
ments of instability that gradually worked their way to the surface.
The army was officially instituted in January 1921 and increased in
size over the course of the mandate from 3,500 to 12,000 men. Ini-
tially, it was little more than a glorified gendarmerie acting as an
occasional adjunct to the RAF, a fact which the Iraqi government
knew and resented. Over time, it evolved into another instrument of
Sunni Arab dominance, in the same way the constitution and other
political structures did. Even though Shi‘is constituted at least 60
percent of the population, the army did not commission a single
Shi‘i officer until the early 1940s, while each Iraqi cabinet included
only one or two Shi‘i ministers.

Indeed, both by accident and design, the ensemble of political
and military institutions that the British created effectively gave most
of the authority in the state to the Sunni Arab elite. Britain made the
classic colonial move of selecting as rulers a small and generally un-
representative group, which ensured that these rulers would be
dependent on the colonial power. The Iraqi elite was composed of
the former Ottoman landowning aristocracy (from both the religious
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and civil-service sectors) and former Ottoman army officers, the most
influential of whom had fought in the Great Arab Revolt against the
Turks during World War I, alongside Faysal ibn Husayn (who be-
came the first king of Iraq in 1921) and his British associates.

In a sense, Sunni dominance can also be regarded as a natural
consequence of the Ottoman legacy. The Ottoman state was a Sunni
institution. Even with the great expansion that had taken place in
the Ottoman bureaucracy since the mid–nineteenth century, the gov-
ernment had primarily employed Sunnis, together with some members
of various non-Muslim communities. Similarly, the educational fa-
cilities that the state provided were rarely if ever patronized by the
Shi‘i community, which had its own schools. In general, religious
Shi‘is tended to view the state, whether the Ottoman Empire or Qajar
Iran, as a sort of necessary evil; for this and other reasons, they
were not inclined to press for bureaucratic, educational, or mili-
tary employment.

British administrative policy also confirmed, if not extended, the
power of tribal shaykhs in the new Iraq. Tribal leaders had become
increasingly powerful after the Ottoman land law of 1858 was first
applied in Iraq during the 1870s. This law enabled shaykhs to regis-
ter traditional tribal lands in their own names. Whereas previously
they had existed as firsts among equals whose legitimacy as leaders
derived from the acclaim and acceptance of their tribesmen, the land
law encouraged them to acquire tribal lands as their personal prop-
erty. Hence, a free cultivating peasantry, some partly nomadic, became
serfs, tied to the land as sharecroppers under awful conditions. Given
that the British and their Iraqi partners in government did not have
the means or energy to extend administration to the whole country,
they officially designated “government chiefs” to administer tribal
areas, in return for which the shaykhs themselves paid virtually no
taxes, extorting all the money instead from the wretched sharecroppers.

Faysal and After

Despite these divisions, a certain degree of equilibrium was main-
tained among Iraqi social groups for the duration of the mandate,
partly because of Britain’s supervisory role and partly because of the
personality of Faysal ibn Husayn, son of the Sharif of Mecca and
Britain’s choice as the first ruler of Iraq. Faysal had been picked to
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play a certain role in the formation of a new state; to a certain extent
he did Britain’s bidding, but to a certain extent he did not. By the
time of his death in 1933, he had piloted the country to a measure of
independence.

Faysal remains something of an enigmatic figure. One of the
great what-ifs of modern Middle Eastern history centers around the
course that Iraq might have taken if Faysal had been alive during the
1950s (he died at the relatively young age of fifty; his father died at
seventy-nine, while his brother was seventy-one when he was assassi-
nated in 1951). Faysal was vital in the creation of Iraqi identity; he
was a genuine war hero whose reputation derived from both the Great
Arab Revolt and from his exploits in Syria. In addition, his descent
from the Prophet Muhammad gave him a certain cachet in the eyes
of the Shi‘is.

Faysal’s successors were fashioned from much coarser clay: his
son Ghazi (who ruled from 1933 to 1939) was a lightweight, while
his nephew, the regent Abd al-Ilah (the de facto power behind the
throne from 1939 to 1958), was widely hated for his slavish obedi-
ence to Britain. His more innocent grandson Faysal II (the official
ruler from 1939 to 1958) was so tarred with his uncle’s brush that
neither of them stood much of a chance against the revolutionaries
who came to kill them in July 1958.

Hence, after Faysal’s death, Iraqi politics degenerated into a se-
ries of unseemly struggles for power. In October 1936, Iraq had the
dubious distinction of hosting the Middle East’s first military coup,
and the eight Iraqi governments that were formed over the next five
years were largely dependent on the favor of a tightly knit group of
army officers known as the Golden Square.

In spite of occasional claims to radicalism, however, Iraqi prime
ministers were generally careful not to fall out with the British prior
to 1941. Yet, in April of that year, in the midst of World War II,
Rashid Ali al-Gailani’s government refused to honor previous treaty
commitments to Britain, precipitating a second British occupation
that lasted until the end of the war.

In 1948, Britain attempted to extend the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi Treaty,
which had ended the mandate yet stipulated that British military
forces could remain in Iraq for twenty-five years thereafter. This at-
tempt had to be abandoned, however, due to the immense public
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anger it aroused. Nevertheless, RAF bases in Iraq were not evacuated
until after the revolution of July 1958.

Nationalism versus Imperialism?

Most present-day accounts of Iraq during the 1930s and 1940s
depict a struggle between various kinds of so-called Arab nation-
alism and a more or less determined, if officially disguised, British
imperialism. In fact, such accounts are exaggerated or wrong on
both fronts.

Arab nationalism is often quoted as the principal Iraqi credo of
the 1930s. As in the case of Ba‘athism a generation later, it is difficult
to believe that a doctrine so irrelevant to the concerns of most Iraqis
would have had much of an echo beyond the Sunni Arab commu-
nity. Some isolated individuals raved absurdly, such as Sami Shawkat,
who in his 1939 book Hadhihi Ahdafuna (These are our aims) wrote:
“We want war. We should shed our blood for the sake of Arabism
and the Arabs. We should die for our national cause. We should be
imbued with military spirit.” Such sentiments must have had little
appeal beyond a few pro-Nazi sympathizers at the Muthanna Club
and certain members of the Iraqi officer corps. Indeed, all of the
leading Arab nationalists were Sunnis (except, perhaps, the Shi‘i offi-
cial Fadhil al-Jamali, Iraq’s first representative at the United Nations,
whose tenacious belief in the appropriateness of Arab nationalism
was heavily influenced by John Dewey’s theories of national educa-
tion, which al-Jamali had acquired while at Columbia Teachers’
College in New York). In seeking legitimacy for their own ideology,
the Ba‘ath often claimed to be the spiritual heirs of the pan-Arabists
of the 1930s, somehow overlooking the fact that pan-Arabism was
almost by definition of no interest to either Shi‘is or Kurds.

Regarding British imperialism, there is no doubt that Britain’s
strategic and oil interests in Iraq were predicated on the existence of
a friendly government in Baghdad. British Petroleum and the Anglo-
Dutch entity Royal Dutch Shell controlled the majority of the Iraq
Petroleum Company’s shares, a situation that lasted until the Iraqis
nationalized the company in 1972. Moreover, Iraq was a vital link in
the chain of imperial defense between Britain and India.

Yet, Iraq had become independent of Britain in 1932 precisely
because the latter had no desire to rule directly so long as its interests
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were preserved. Britain was not overly concerned with the day-to-
day details of governance in Iraq provided the various Anglo-Iraqi
agreements were upheld and the oil continued to flow. Iraq was a
sort of “veiled protectorate”; although only a handful of British offi-
cials remained in the country following independence, Iraq was still
part of the “sterling area,” linked to Britain by longstanding eco-
nomic ties and a series of military accords. Even so, this arrangement
was much more offensive to the Iraqi public than the mandate had
been; the demonstrations that occurred during the 1920s pale in com-
parison to the riots and uprisings of the 1940s and 1950s.

Implications for U.S. Intervention

It is important to analyze these aspects of the “British legacy” at a
time when Iraqis are likely bracing themselves for another round of
reconstruction and when meetings are being held in the United States
to consider various “morning after” scenarios. In this context, Britain’s
legacy consists of the political and military arrangements created under
the mandate, some of whose consequences are still evident today.
Those who seek to depose Saddam Husayn and reconstruct Iraq
should examine certain fundamental issues before they undertake
the daunting task of “forging a nation”; as Neal Ascherson, historian
of twentieth-century Europe, once remarked, “All nations are forger-
ies, more or less.”

First, in determining how to create a peaceful and democratic
Iraq, analysts and policymakers should give most of their received
perceptions of Iraqi society a decent burial. For example, so-called
tribes and tribal leaders have largely been reinvented by Saddam as a
means of exercising social control; they have little influence on the
ground and thus need not be taken seriously outside of Kurdistan. At
the same time, the Kurds must be assured that they will continue to
enjoy as much autonomy within Iraq as they currently do. Some sort
of federal structure for the Kurdish area—promised by Britain in the
early 1920s and then swiftly forgotten—is necessary. The Turks will
not be especially happy with such arrangements, but they will have
to accept them, if for no other reason than such a move would boost
their chances of accession to the European Union.

Another persistent misconception that should be discarded is the
notion that the Shi‘is are simply waiting for an opportunity to secede
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from Iraq—a notion that was used to justify U.S. inaction during
the uprisings in the south following the 1991 Gulf War. Iraqi Shi‘is
are Arabs who have, for the most part, little connection with the
Islamic Republic of Iran and even less desire to be part of an Islamic
Republic of Iraq. There are exceptions, of course, but the over-
whelming majority of Shi‘is know that their future lies within a
secular and democratic Iraqi state in which the rule of law pre-
vails and in which parliaments and cabinets reflect regional, ethnic,
and sectarian interests.

Indeed, the resentment felt by Shi‘is toward the power imbal-
ance that has been in place since the foundation of the Iraqi state is
not primarily religious in nature. From the 1930s to the 1950s, when
the appeal of Islam was undergoing a general eclipse, the influence of
the Iraqi Holy Cities also began to wane. It was replaced by the Iraqi
Communist Party (representing the have-nots), which many Shi‘is
and Kurds joined. This secular authority was not itself eclipsed until
the persecution and massacres of the 1960s and 1970s, at which point
clerical voices (some of whom were personalities of considerable
weight, especially Muhsin al-Hakim and Baqir al-Sadr) began to make
themselves heard and heeded again. The same is true—even with
their respective differences—of the Sunnis, who have never tried to
impose any sort of religious agenda as part of their political pro-
grams. Most Shi‘is, and most Sunnis outside the charmed circle of
power, simply want to end the era of dictatorship by a single man
and his extended family and clan; this sentiment has little to do with
religion.

Those seeking change in Iraq must also convince all Iraqi con-
stituencies that they have a genuine stake in the country’s future.
Over the past few decades, the regime has forced a great deal of inter-
nal displacement as a means of either depopulating areas whose
inhabitants it did not trust (e.g., the southern marshlands) or creat-
ing artificial majorities or minorities in different parts of the country.
The displaced will need to be asked whether they wish to return to
the areas from which they were forcibly removed.

As far as the Iraqi military is concerned, a massive amount of
dismissal and retraining will be required. The armed forces must first
be placed squarely under an international regime; Iraqi civilian con-
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trol should be established only gradually. Over the past five decades,
the greatest threat to the stability of Iraq has always come from small
cliques (sometimes army officers, sometimes civilians) that take con-
trol of the military (or of a paramilitary force such as the Republican
Guard) and use it against various elements of the population for their
own ends. Hence, most of the population will not accept any “easy”
post-Saddam solutions (e.g., interim governments that include or
are led by retired, dismissed, or “neutral” army officers who have a
measure of persuasive power); such arrangements would come across
as preservation of the status quo.

Finally, a truth and reconciliation commission, a war crimes tri-
bunal, or both will be absolutely essential if the regime’s victims are
to achieve closure.

Conclusion

Of course, not all the deficiencies of Iraqi society can be traced back
to the circumstances and institutions of the British mandate. Other,
more heterogeneous societies have emerged from colonialism with-
out subsequently enduring the abominations that the people of Iraq
have suffered since the 1960s.

For example, the immense wealth that Iraq derived from oil in
the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s proved to be a double-edged sword.
Although it produced a fair degree of prosperity, it also enabled the
regime to entrench itself and to act independently of the rest of soci-
ety, primarily by using its monopoly of the means of coercion in
order to expel, repress, and murder those elements that protested or
otherwise tried to move against it. Moreover, Baghdad acquired the
means to manufacture weapons of mass destruction and wage chemical
and biological warfare because the United States and most of the rest
of the international community supported these activities during the
1980s, while Iraq was busy neutralizing Iran.

Nevertheless, the political and military institutions imposed by
the British, together with the various structures that implicitly ex-
cluded most of the population from power and participation, will
need fundamental review if Iraq is to emerge from the pariah status
with which Saddam Husayn and his cronies have so richly endowed
it. The task is obviously daunting, but an even more ambitious en-
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terprise has been accomplished in the past with a fair measure of
success: the reconstruction of Germany and Japan after World War
II. To those who protest that there is no democratic tradition in Iraq,
it should be pointed out that neither democracy (in which a govern-
ment agrees to become the opposition when the electorate so wishes)
nor the application of a legal system by an independent judiciary had
flourished in Germany or Japan prior to the war. Indeed, both of
those experiments show that the imposition of democracy and the
rule of law are highly sought after and also widely accepted by those
who have long been denied them.
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Pitfalls of Instant

Democracy

Analyzing the political situation in Iraq four years after
the termination of Britain’s League of Nations mandate in 1932,

American author Henry Foster wrote enthusiastically about the “ef-
ficacy of the League’s tutelary scheme,” asserting that “the mandatory
system under British liberal administration and world scrutiny has
perfected and democratized the design and process.” Foster also de-
scribed the political system that had developed in Iraq under the
mandate as “the first democratic society in the two rivers country.”1

Ironically, though, the first military coup in the Arab world took
place in Iraq in October 1936, the very same year that Foster’s claims
were published.

What went wrong in postmandate Iraq? Were the British to blame
for the collapse of the democratic system that they had purportedly
introduced to Iraq and labored upon for years? Were the institutions
that they had designed mere facades of Western democracy? Or was
Iraqi society itself unwilling or insufficiently mature to uphold such
values? Those who would bring democracy to a post-Saddam Iraq
must address such questions, analyzing the root causes for the British
failure and determining whether these problems could be tackled
under worse conditions.

After all, it was Britain’s idea to bring democracy to the new state
that it had established after World War I. Although the British did
not call their enterprise mission civilizatrice, as the French did, they
were nevertheless motivated by lofty ideals of their own. Indeed, one
of the principal causes of Britain’s failure was the inherent clash be-
tween ideals and interests, vision and reality, with the latter usually
having the upper hand.
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In April 1917, two and a half years after beginning their campaign
in Mesopotamia, the British entered Baghdad. Shortly thereafter, Lt. Gen.
Sir Frederick Stanley Maude, the commander of the British forces, is-
sued a proclamation stating that they had come as liberators, not as
conquerors, and that they did not intend to impose “alien institutions”
on the Iraqis: “The people of Baghdad shall flourish and enjoy their
wealth and substance under institutions which are in consonance with
their sacred laws and racial ideas.” After describing “twenty-six genera-
tions” of suffering under “strange tyrants,” the proclamation stated that
Britain’s desire was to see the “Arab race . . . rise again to greatness and
renown amongst the peoples of the earth.”2

Initially, the residents of Baghdad received their liberators with
enthusiasm, but such sentiments evaporated quickly, leading to the
“Great Iraqi Revolution” against the British in June 1920, shortly
after the announcement of the League of Nations mandate. Although
the announcement served as a trigger for the revolt, the deeper causes
of Iraqi discontent were best summarized by a statement in a con-
temporary British newspaper article regarding Britain’s pre-1920
presence: “The Arabs have less liberty than they had under the Turks
and they pay three times as much in taxes.”3

The King, the Constituent Assembly, and the

Constitution

The traumatic experience of the 1920 revolt moved the British to
seek a formula that would reconcile their interests in continuing to
control Iraq with their promises of democratic governance for Iraqis.
Their first step was to establish Faysal ibn Husayn as the new country’s
ruler. Faysal’s father, Sharif Husayn ibn Ali, was considered by many
to be a British puppet. Moreover, Faysal himself was not a native of
Iraqi lands, unlike Sayyid Talib, the interior minister of the first Iraqi
cabinet and, ostensibly, a more appropriate candidate for the throne.
Despite these facts, the British expelled Talib from Iraq, and the Iraqi
cabinet unanimously declared Faysal king in July 1921, “provided
that his Highness’ government shall be a constitutional, representa-
tive and democratic government [hukuma dusturiyya, niyabiyya,
dimuqratiyya], limited by law.”4

Not content with the cabinet’s consensual decision, the British
then moved to magnify the semblance of representative rule by hold-
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ing a referendum, the results of which indicated approximately 97
percent support for Faysal’s ascension.5 Many described the referen-
dum as a farce; as one British official explained in the House of
Commons, “[W]e arranged [the results] and hope that it is all for the
best, but for God’s sake let us drop this sham of democratic govern-
ment for orientals by themselves.”6

The next step on the twisted path to democracy was the election
of a constituent assembly, which was to carry out three main tasks:
(1) ratify the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty signed by the Iraqi cabinet in Octo-
ber 1922; (2) draft a constitution; and (3) enact the Electoral Law.7

The assembly elections themselves—which took two years to finalize
because of strong antimandate and antitreaty opposition, especially
among the Shi‘is and their Ulama—represented another negative
model of democracy. Anxious to see the treaty ratified, the British
did everything possible to break the opposition and facilitate the elec-
tion of yes-men. In August 1922, taking advantage of the king’s illness,
British high commissioner Sir Percy Cox assumed formal authority
in Iraq and moved quickly to quash the opposition movement by
arresting and deporting its leaders, suppressing its parties and press,
and ordering an aerial bombardment of the antimandate shaykhs
and their tribes.8 On September 11, 1923, Kinahan Cornwallis, the
British advisor to (and the real power behind) the Iraqi Ministry of
Interior, asked the British administrative inspectors in all Iraqi liwa
(provinces) to telegraph him the names of candidates who they and
the Iraqi provincial governors felt would vote for the treaty.9 On Feb-
ruary 8, 1924, after considering the names, Cornwallis sent each
provincial inspector and governor a list of proposed candidates for
the 100-member constituent assembly.

In addition, the Iraqi newspaper al-Istiqlal maintained that rig-
ging and other abuses took place during the elections themselves.
For example, in the Shi‘i district of Kazimayn, a Christian (Abd al-
Jabbar al-Khayyat) and a Jew (Menahim Daniel) received more votes
than the popular Shi‘i leader Ja‘far Abu al-Timman.10 Overall, sev-
enty-four of the ninety-eight “proposed” candidates were elected to
the assembly, leaving no doubt that the existing Iraqi government—
and, behind it, the British—had interfered with the process.

Despite the fact that most of the delegates were believed to be
supporters of British policy, the constituent assembly exhibited strong
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opposition to the ratification of the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty when it met
on March 24, 1924. A quorum of only 69 out of 100 delegates par-
ticipated in the meeting; of these, only 37 voted for the treaty, and
only after Cox threatened to dissolve the assembly and issue orders to
occupy the assembly building and its surroundings.11

The assembly’s second main task was ratification of the constitu-
tion, which one British member of an Iraqi court of first instance
described as “a gift from the West.”12 Indeed, the constitution was
drafted not by Iraqis but by a committee of three British advisors in
the Iraqi Ministry of Justice who began working on it as early as
autumn 1921, basing many of its terms on the existing constitutions
of various other states, including Turkey, Persia, Australia, New
Zealand, and Belgium.13 King Faysal I accepted this draft but re-
ferred it to a committee of three Iraqis: Rustum Haydar, his secretary;
Naji al-Suwaydi, the minister of justice; and Sasun Hiskayl, the min-
ister of finance. Interestingly, the committee’s main objection to the
first draft was that it allotted too much power to the crown. In fact,
this argument became such a major point of contention that the co-
lonial office, which had the last say on the constitution, was forced
to settle the issue.

Ostensibly, the colonial office intervened in favor of the Iraqi
people, but in reality, its decisions suited British interests. The Iraqi
constitution that entered into force in March 1925 had all the
trappings of a progressive, Western, liberal system of law.14 In prac-
tice, however, the document was ill suited to serving Iraqis’ interests
or representing their will; its purpose was to facilitate British rule
through King Faysal I. At a time when constitutional monarchies
around the world were reducing the power of the king, the Iraqi
monarch was given overwhelming powers. Thus, the Iraqi parlia-
ment, ostensibly the supreme legislative power, could not perform
any of its functions without the consent of the king. For example, no
parliamentary law could pass without his approval. In addition, Ar-
ticle 26 stated that the king “opens parliament, adjourns, prorogues
or dissolves it” and that he “shall have the right of issuing
ordinances . . . having the force of Law,”15 including ordinances per-
taining to treaty obligations. Moreover, governmental ministers were
responsible to the king, not to the parliament, even though they had
to be members of the legislature.
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Overall, the constitution’s empowerment of the king belied its
claim that sovereignty “resides in the people.” The Iraqis have called
the mandate period “the abnormal situation” (al-Wad‘ al-Shadhdh),
and the first constitution certainly reflected that characterization.

Iraqi ‘Democracy’ in Action

According to the Electoral Law enacted in 1924, the Iraqi parlia-
ment was to consist of two houses: the Senate (majlis al-A‘yan) and
the Chamber of Deputies (majlis al-nuwwab). The king appointed
the senators, while the Chamber of Deputies was to be an elected,
representative body based on a ratio of one deputy for every 20,000
inhabitants, each serving a term of four years.16 (The right of suffrage
was not universal, however; women were not entitled to vote.) Par-
liamentary elections were especially cumbersome and prone to
executive interference because they involved a two-step, indirect pro-
cess, much like that seen in the constituent assembly elections; primary
electors chose secondary electors, who then assembled in their dis-
trict headquarters and voted for deputies.17

The defects of the constitution and the Electoral Law were mag-
nified immensely in real political life, turning Iraqi democracy into a
mere facade, if not a farce. For example, Nuri al-Sa‘id, one of the
leading Iraqi politicians between 1920 and 1958, questioned whether
it was possible for “a person, whatever his status in and his services
for the country, [to] become a member of parliament unless the gov-
ernment nominates him.” He even challenged those who doubted
this speculation to resign from parliament and see whether they could
get reelected if they were not included on the government’s list.18 In
a case in point that verged on the absurd, one man learned of his
election to the Chamber of Deputies from a friend who had heard it
on the radio:

‘Are you kidding?’ I said. But then I learned that I was elected a
deputy for Ammara liwa without my knowledge. In fact, I had not
approached anyone nor had I proposed my candidacy. In this way,
I slept at night and got up in the morning becoming a deputy for
Ammara liwa.19

The Iraqi poet al-Jawahiri had a similar experience. “I became over-
night a deputy by order,” he joked.20
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Another defect of nascent Iraqi democracy was the government’s
policy of exclusion or unfair representation for certain individuals or
groups. The most glaring example was that of the Shi‘is, who were
under-represented in both the cabinet (a policy fostered by the Brit-
ish) and the parliament. Although Shi‘is constituted nearly 55 percent
of the population, their average representation in parliament ranged
between 27 and 35 percent. In fact, Sunnis were often nominated as
deputies in Shi‘i areas. In one parliamentary session, for example, the
purely Shi‘i province of al-Kut was represented entirely by Sunni
deputies. Similarly, Baghdad province once sent to parliament nine
Sunni deputies, two Jews, one Christian, and no Shi‘is. Diyala prov-
ince fared even worse; it was never represented by a Shi‘i deputy,
even though two-thirds of its residents were Shi‘is.21 In effect, then,
the Shi‘is were denied the only nonviolent mechanism by which they
could change the balance of power in their favor.

The government also used more direct methods of preventing
unwanted constituencies from participating in the parliament, such
as sending opposition members to prison and forging election re-
sults. Kamil al-Chadirchi, head of the National Democratic Party,
argued that these and other oppressive measures turned Iraq into a
“police state” under parliamentary and constitutional guise.22

The bankruptcy of the Iraqi democratic system was further illus-
trated by the fact that the parliament did not cast a single
no-confidence vote against the cabinet during its entire existence,
whereas prime ministers frequently asked the king to dissolve the
parliament. Indeed, prime ministers so dominated the legislative
branch that each session of parliament was identified by the name of
the premier at the time (e.g., “Hikmat Sulayman’s session”). In a 1941
report, the British expressed deep frustration with parliamentary life
in Iraq, arguing that none of the deputies understood the meaning of
their job; that none of the senators were chosen based on their politi-
cal, social, or administrative experience; that none of the parliamentary
elections had truly represented the will of the Iraqi people; and that par-
liament had become a plaything for politicians and military leaders.23

Overall, the composition of the early Iraqi parliaments was a
product of jockeying and co-optation rather than democratic elec-
tions. For example, the British continued to insist on substantial tribal
representation in the legislature, and Iraqi deputies readily agreed to
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this measure because they feared the tribal forces (quwwat ‘asha’iriyya)
and the weapons that they had accumulated.24 Moreover, one ad-
ministration gave parliamentary positions to almost all the country’s
journalists in order to forestall criticism from these quarters. Still
another parliament—that of Hikmat Sulayman, which reached power
following the first coup in 1936—was filled with military men and
officials with leftist tendencies.25

In Came the Generals

The shortcomings of the Iraqi democratic system were both a symp-
tom and a cause of some fifteen military coups (some successful) that
overwhelmed the country from 1936 to 1968. The reasons for
the emergence of the army as the arbiter of Iraq’s fate were mani-
fold, encompassing various social, political, ideological, and
military factors.

During the mandate and the monarchy, the officers who had
participated in the Great Arab Revolt with Faysal constituted the
backbone of the Iraqi elite.26 These officers viewed themselves as both
the ruling elite and as “the intelligentsia in uniforms” who would
cure the malaise of Iraqi society and politics.

The four years between independence in 1932 and the first coup
in 1936 were crucial in catapulting the military to center stage. The
army became the symbol of Iraqi patriotism by crushing various so-
called “revolts” by Assyrians, Kurds, and Shi‘is during this period,
thus acquiring the legitimacy needed to involve itself in other politi-
cal issues. For example, Gen. Bakr Sidqi, who engineered the first
coup, was welcomed as a hero in Baghdad after carrying out massa-
cres of Assyrians in 1933. The army’s ascendancy was also attributable
to the fact that it was the most organized and regimented body in the
country. Consequently, at a time when Iraq’s weak political parties
were fading, the army was able to double its power within four years.27

This expansion was facilitated by the lifting of the British veto on
national conscription following the end of the mandate.

On the whole, relations between the Iraqi army (especially the
officers) and the British were very tense. The British attempted to
keep the Iraqi military as weak as possible by forbidding general con-
scription, limiting arms sales to Iraq, and curtailing the sovereignty
of the state, particularly through the various Anglo-Iraqi Treaties.
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Most antagonizing of all, the British nurtured military units consist-
ing of Assyrians and tribal elements as a kind of rival force to the
regular Iraqi army. By actively opposing these units, however, the
Iraqi army signaled that it was capable of challenging British in-
terests.28 This stance won the army popularity that the
politicians—especially those who cooperated with Britain—had
long lost.

The army was also influenced by external factors. For example,
the strong political role played by the armed forces in neighboring
countries such as Turkey and Iran was not lost on the Iraqis. More-
over, the rise of fascism in Europe served as a model for imitation on
the ideological level. The leading proponent of fascist ideology in
Iraq was Sami Shawkat, who emphasized the development and use
of force (quwwa) as a nation’s most important activity—as a means
of perfecting “the art of death” and turning Iraq into the Prussia
of the Arabs.29 The militarization of Iraqi society found expres-
sion in, among other things, the formation of the Futuwwa, a
youth organization that was trained and indoctrinated along mili-
tarist and fascist lines.

Politically speaking, the death of King Faysal I in 1933, the criti-
cal first year of independence, left the country without a leading
moderate figure to serve as an intermediary between Iraq and Brit-
ain, and between contending Iraqi domestic forces. The ascension of
King Ghazi—young, inexperienced, and weak, but also ultranation-
alist and anti-British—further facilitated the military’s involvement
in politics, particularly because he had close ties with several army
leaders. Moreover, some politicians, frustrated by their inability to
alter the status quo through elections or parliamentary measures,
supported the use of force against the government, either by inciting
Shi‘i tribes to rebellion or by conspiring with the army.

These and other circumstances led to Iraq’s first military coup, in
which military officers headed by General Sidqi joined with the leftist
reformist group al-Ahali in toppling the government of Prime Minister
Yasin al-Hashimi. Even as the coup was taking place, Nuri al-Sa‘id ap-
proached the British and asked them to stop it. The British rejected the
request, saying that it was a domestic Iraqi affair.30 Nevertheless, al-Sa‘id
continued his efforts to engage them; in one case, he told a British offi-
cial of the “unconstitutional situation” that had developed in Iraq,
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complaining that “as long as Britain has the moral responsibility for bring-
ing development and prosperity to Iraq, it must provide effective support
for turning things back to normalcy.”31

Yet, the British continued to turn a blind eye to the “abnormal”
situation and to the army’s trampling of the most basic tenets of de-
mocracy. More coups followed, including one engineered by none
other than al-Sa‘id himself. The indifference or aloofness of the Brit-
ish would cost them dearly; in May 1941, a coup engineered by Rashid
Ali al-Gailani targeted them directly. Only then, once conditions in
Iraq had gotten completely out of hand, did the British deem it le-
gitimate to interfere in the country’s domestic affairs.

The quelling of al-Gailani’s coup was followed by attempts to
give new life to democratic institutions in Iraq. An amended consti-
tution was introduced in 1943; three years later, the government
proclaimed a new Electoral Law and permitted new parties to form.
With a view to cutting the Gordian knot between ambitious poli-
ticians and no-less-ambitious generals, the amended constitution
called for strengthening the king (and, behind him, the British)
as well as empowering the parliament over the cabinet. Neither
the politicians nor the generals approved of these measures, how-
ever, and the cycle of coups continued even after July 1958, when the
king and his family were exterminated, the constitution and the par-
liament were annulled, and the last vestiges of British control over
Iraq were effaced. The series of coups ended only after July 1968,
when the Ba‘ath government began to deflect the army’s energies
toward external aggression.

Lessons of the Past, Mistakes of the Future?

The failure of democracy in postmandate Iraq was a product of many
different factors. Some of these factors were rooted in British policies
and the weak foundation on which they erected Iraqi democracy.
Even so, it must be mentioned that, during the mandate years and
throughout the period leading up to the 1936 coup, Iraq enjoyed a
modicum of representative governance; after the first coup, however,
this wisp of democracy disappeared almost completely.32

The failure was also rooted in the flawed interactions between
the British and Iraqis, as well as in Iraqi society’s ill-preparedness for
genuine democratic institutions and values. Most Iraqi political par-
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ties were weak, and while the British attempted to contain the nu-
merous nationalist and anti-British parties, they did little to encourage
liberal parties and tendencies.33 Although the eventual dissolution of
most of these nationalist and anti-British parties was a natural conse-
quence of the mandate’s termination, successive Iraqi governments
went beyond containment, choosing instead to force opposition ele-
ments (e.g., the Iraqi Communist Party; the National Democratic
Party) underground. Similarly, media censorship steadily increased
in Iraq after the mandate and monarchical eras ended and the Ba‘ath
assumed power.

At the root of all of these problems lay Iraq’s inability to cultivate
a middle class that could push for or carry out democratic policies.
Inherent socioeconomic problems precluded the development of a
strong middle class, and this factor was exacerbated by the British
tendency to give more support to tribal shaykhs and feudal lords
than to more liberal-minded constituencies. The related problem of
Shi‘i under-representation in the government was both a cause and a
result of such failures. Finally, because democracy was imposed on
Iraqis, it came to be identified with the British enemy; many argued
that its values ran against the grain of Arab and Muslim norms.

Under the Ba‘ath regime—which has been ruling Iraq for more
than three decades, almost as long as the monarchy lasted—the struc-
tural problems of the past have been magnified, and new problems
have been introduced. The middle class has all but disappeared. The
army, although depoliticized, still holds the key to the survival of the
regime. The Ba‘ath Party has monopolized power to such an extent
that no other party can function even clandestinely. “Free expres-
sion” and “freedom of the press” have become dirty words.

Hence, if the United States chooses to impose its own mission
civilizatrice on Iraq, it will likely arouse even greater antagonism than
the British did during the mandate period, particularly given the ill
will generated by years of sanctions. Even if they arrive wearing the
mantle of liberators, U.S. forces may well be seen as nothing but
conquerors in the long run. In planning for “the first democracy” in
the Arab world, Washington should be modest in its goals and realis-
tic in its expectations. Most important, the United States should be
respectful of Iraqis’ desires, needs, and traditions, and heedful of their
disposition toward the U.S. formula of instant democracy.
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Iraqi National Integration

under the British

Winston Churchill once remarked, “The further backward
you look, the further forward you can see.” Indeed, a long,

critical look into Iraq’s past may make the country’s future somewhat
clearer to international decisionmakers as they consider the possible
consequences of intervention. Specifically, important parallels can
be drawn between the British experience in Iraq during the early
twentieth century and what may occur in the wake of the U.S.-led
invasion.

Establishment of the Monarchy

During a 1918 meeting in Damascus, a national congress convened
by Iraqi supporters of the Sharifian cause proclaimed Abdullah ibn
Husayn the new king of Iraq. Abdullah was the older brother of the
Sharifian leader Faysal ibn Husayn, who then controlled Damascus
thanks to the “Great Arab Revolt” against the Ottomans, made fa-
mous in the West by T. E. Lawrence’s exploits. Two years later, however,
Britain’s declared intention to impose a mandatory administration
on behalf of the League of Nations provoked a general rebellion by
the predominantly Shi‘i tribesmen of the middle Euphrates, instigated
by divines in Najaf and Karbala and supported by the Sharifian govern-
ment in Damascus. Although the revolt was put down with considerable
force, Britain was anxious to reduce its military and financial commit-
ment and decided to offer the Iraqi throne to Faysal in 1921, who by
then had been chased out of Damascus by French forces.

Members of the Sunni Ottoman political families of Baghdad,
Mosul, and Basra—the former Ottoman provinces that were com-
bined to form modern Iraq—expressed little interest in the creation
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of a new state, preferring to remain subjects of the Ottoman state.
Many of them intimated as much to British officials upon being in-
formed that the latter had selected as Iraq’s new king a man who had
helped lead the “Great Arab Revolt” against the Ottomans. Never-
theless, the British initially cultivated the friendship and support of
this Sunni Ottoman establishment when setting up the civil admin-
istration of the new Iraqi state, only to sideline them when the
Sharifians arrived. The promotion of the Sharifian officers as the new
political class served to heighten the anti-British feelings of the Sunni
Ottomanists, creating the political undercurrents that would later
surface to destroy any semblance of civil politics in Iraq.

Despite delegating some responsibility to the Iraqis and their
new king, Britain made sure to safeguard its own interests through
its mandatory administration of the country. For example, the inclu-
sion of Mosul as an integral part of the new Iraq helped the British
secure the province’s rich oil resources and maintain a system of com-
munal checks and balances between the three major Iraqi
constituencies—Sunnis, Shi‘is, and Kurds. Moreover, immediately
upon assuming his duties as the first British high commissioner of
Iraq in 1920, Sir Percy Cox embarked on a policy of integrating the
country’s heterogeneous and mutually hostile communities into a
unified polity. He began by terminating the hated military govern-
ment that had ruled since the defeat of the Ottomans in World War
I. Rather than emphasizing coercion, Cox turned to the politics of
accommodation and co-option, establishing a civil administration
by appointing an Iraqi Council of State to perform the functions of
government. This council was made up of leading notables from each
Iraqi constituency, including the old and prosperous Jewish community
of Baghdad. Initially, only one of the council’s ministers was Shi‘i. When
the Shi‘is complained about their under-representation, however, Cox
immediately rectified the oversight by appointing several Shi‘i ministers
without portfolio.

Meanwhile, King Faysal I arrived in Iraq in 1921 having been
somewhat chastened by his experience of negotiating with the West-
ern allies and watching the Arab Kingdom of Syria fall to pieces after
barely two years. Hence, he was all too conscious of the danger of
fragmentary politics and quite willing to cooperate with the various
measures introduced by both the mandatory power and the national
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government in order to unify the country. Iraq was to have all the
symbols of statehood: a constitutional monarchy, parliamentary gov-
ernment, a national army, a centralized system of education, and
common school curricula to instill political loyalty and national alle-
giance into a new generation of Iraqis. Regulations were promulgated
governing religious minorities and their parliamentary representa-
tion, and a national ideology was formulated that would appeal to all
Iraqis irrespective of their ethnic, religious, or social background.
Nothing was left to chance in the quest to transform Iraq into a ho-
mogeneous and cohesive nation.

In pursuit of this goal, Faysal had to manipulate all the levers of
influence and patronage in order to steer a clear course through the
divergent and hostile currents sweeping the domestic politics of the
new state. Perhaps most important, he had to reconcile the clamor
for complete independence with the binding strategic requirements
of the mandatory arrangement.

Faysal’s style of politics was an adaptation of a familiar Ottoman
practice wherein the notables of various communities served not so
much as brokers of political power but as intermediaries between the
state and their own constituents. Under his rule, cabinet formation
became a fine art of constructing national coalitions. Faysal followed
Sir Percy Cox’s pattern when forming the first Arab Council, in which
all Iraqi constituencies were represented, including religious minori-
ties. A prominent Jew remained the king’s minister of finance for
several years, followed by a Christian, both serving as gestures of re-
assurance to Iraqi minorities. Indeed, communal representation
fostering social equilibrium between various constituencies became a
salient feature of the distribution of government posts.

Yet, co-option personalized the politics of representation in Iraq.
Reciprocal arrangements between Baghdad politicians and commu-
nal and tribal patriarchs led to constantly shifting alliances between
rivals, to the detriment of national integration and political compro-
mise. The outcome was endemic instability that often instigated a
forceful response.

The Monarchy’s Divisive Policies

Although the monarchy implemented some inclusive policies, it also
pursued two objectives that caused greater segmentation in an al-
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ready deeply divided society: the propagation of a pan-Arabist na-
tional ideology and the creation of a conscripted national army.

Faysal and his Sharifian officers had long been imbued with the
ideology of pan-Arabism, and they remained its foremost advocates
once in Iraq. For the Shi‘is, Kurds, and other non-Arab and non-
Muslim communities, the introduction of such ideas was seen as a
means of ensuring Sharifian hegemony over the Iraqi political pro-
cess. Pan-Arabism took for granted that the language, religion, and
historical experience shared by Arabic-speaking peoples constituted the
essential qualities of nationhood. This ideology sought to extract indi-
vidual Arabs from the traditional social milieu wherein familial,
communal, tribal, and other primordial loyalties took precedence over
national allegiance and identity.

The pan-Arabists’ reading of Muslim history alienated the Shi‘i
heartland by emphasizing the Ummayad dynasty (661–750) as the
epitome of Arab national genius. The Shi‘is perceived the Ummayads
as usurpers responsible for the killing of Shi‘i imams. Hence, they
strongly objected to the government’s invocation of the dynasty,
seeing it as a means of validating Sunni political hegemony. The
Arab emphasis of the nation’s political discourse alienated the
Kurds as well.

In many ways, Arab nationalism ill served the new Iraq. It failed
in its drive to remake Arabs via a process of individual “immersion”
in Arab political culture, as called for by Sati al-Husri, the ideology’s
spiritual father and Iraq’s first minister of education. Nevertheless,
these notions influenced the attitudes of a whole generation of Arab
political leaders. Arab nationalist prescriptions granted various Iraqi
politicians license to speak on behalf of the Arab nation and to ma-
nipulate cross-border loyalties. This resulted in the alienation of many
communities and the disenfranchising of a sizeable swathe of society
that did not necessarily subscribe to the national ideology. The Shi‘is,
Kurds, and religious minorities felt particularly aggrieved because such
ideas impugned their status as full citizens of the new state.

The creation of a conscripted national army was similarly divisive.
The army was seen by some as an essential feature of nation building, a
significant symbol of national sovereignty, and a vital instrument for the
maintenance of internal and external security. Military service was con-
sidered not just a duty, but a means of schooling citizens in national
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allegiance. The army was to be the nation’s melting pot, creating a degree
of homogeneity among a diversity of identities. In reality, however, it
became the government’s principal instrument of repression, deployed
repeatedly to pacify the Shi‘is, Kurds, and Assyrians alike.

Initially, Iraq had no organized military force or chain of com-
mand upon which to build. Britain regarded the Assyrian
Levies—about 4,000 strong and commanded by British officers—as
the standing army of Iraq. This force was deployed in expeditions
against Shi‘i tribal insurgencies in 1920 and, later, against the Kurds.
The Iraqis considered it an auxiliary British force and therefore alien
to the country. Given their background as Ottoman-trained soldiers,
the Sharifian officers wanted to establish a force of their own while
avoiding reliance on Britain.

Despite British wariness, two Iraqi officers—Ja‘far al-Askari and
his brother-in-law, Nuri al-Sa‘id, the first minister of defense and
chief of staff, respectively—were permitted to create an Iraqi army in
1921. Britain and Iraq agreed that parity should be maintained be-
tween the new national army and the Levies, allowing the mandatory
power to keep what it regarded as a native force while giving the
national government an army under its own command. This arrange-
ment would have dire consequences for Iraqis, particularly after the
country achieved independence in 1932.

When the national army was first established, recruitment was
on a voluntary basis; conscription was not introduced until after in-
dependence. Even so, the public response to military service was mixed
from the start. The Shi‘i tribesmen had no tradition of military ser-
vice, and both they and the Kurds feared possible conscription. In
contrast, recruitment was brisk in the traditional Sunni Arab tribal
areas around Mosul and west of Baghdad. Moreover, the Sharifian
officers, encouraged by political patrons who had become the ruling
elite of the new Iraq, formed the nucleus of the army’s command
structure, reinforced by graduates from the military college founded
in 1921.

As a result, Sunni tribesmen and Sharifian officers came to domi-
nate the hierarchy of the army, essentially ending the prospects that
the military would become a tool for national integration. Under the
mandate, the British gave tribal shaykhs wide-ranging powers over
their communities, an arrangement that led the younger, educated,
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and more disgruntled elements among the tribes to seek avenues of
escape from the limitations imposed by their shaykhs. For Sunni Arab
tribesmen in particular, the army became a refuge. It housed, fed,
educated, and trained them, giving them a sense of their importance
while imbuing them with its values regarding power and authority—
values that many of them would later carry with them into civilian
life. Consequently, a military-civilian symbiosis emerged in Iraq, even-
tually dominating the political process.

Communal Tensions Accompanying Independence

Preceded as it was by the establishment of a new army and the propa-
gation of a nationalist ideology, Iraq’s declaration of independence
from Britain in 1932 opened the floodgates to widespread and sus-
tained communal tensions and violence. Practically all of the country’s
non–Sunni Arab communities asked the departing mandatory power
for some guarantees regarding their future safety and welfare.

Britain’s post-1932 role was hardly conducive to government
protection of vulnerable communities, however. British advice to those
groups that felt threatened (e.g., Kurds, Turkmens, Jews, Christians,
Assyrians) was to submit to the authority of their newly independent
state, coping as best they could with prevailing circumstances. The
only safeguard was an exhortation from the League of Nations that
the Iraqi regime should respect minority rights. Britain made clear to
all minorities looking for protection that it intended to absolve itself
of responsibility for Iraqi domestic politics.

The first victims of postindependence violence were neither the
disgruntled Shi‘is nor the recalcitrant Kurds, but rather the Assyrians,
thousands of whom were massacred at the hands of the Iraqi army in
1933. Although British officials frequently meddled in Iraqi affairs
for their own benefit, they apparently did not feel compelled to in-
terfere when their intervention was actually warranted.

As for the Shi‘i community, it had split into three incompatible
groups well before independence: the religious guides (or Mujtahids),
the tribal shaykhs, and the small but highly significant urban intelli-
gentsia. The interests of these three constituencies converged from
time to time but were not identical.

For example, the Shi‘i divines had long been equivocal about the
new Iraqi state. Although many of them were inclined to cooperate
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with King Faysal I, they refused to accept the mandate because it
meant that his administration would be under the influence of a
non-Muslim power. They went as far as pronouncing that allegiance
to Faysal was conditional and that his acceptance of both the man-
date and the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty meant that the people of Iraq were
no longer bound to him. For his part, Faysal attempted to manipu-
late the religious and nationalist opposition in order to achieve
complete autonomy for Iraq, but to no avail.

The British distrusted, even loathed, most of the Shi‘i divines. It
was anathema for Britain to deal with the turbaned people of Najaf
and Karbala, mainly because of their adamant opposition to contin-
ued British influence in Iraq. This attitude turned the Shi‘i community
as a whole against British machinations and discouraged young edu-
cated Shi‘is from enrolling in government service or, later, the army.
By 1936, however, the divines had reverted to a quiescent stance
wherein the problems of the temporal world were none of their con-
cern. Meanwhile, the Shi‘i tribes, especially those of the middle
Euphrates region, were pacified following repeated military opera-
tions against them.

Having risen in a failed rebellion in 1920, the Shi‘is sought to
influence the construction of independent Iraq in their favor. They
failed in that pursuit as well, however. Members of the Shi‘i intelli-
gentsia sought avenues into political office but were mostly rebuffed,
often on fatuous grounds (e.g., many candidates were rejected be-
cause they had not held Ottoman nationality prior to the
establishment of the Iraqi state or because they were not of Arab
extraction, even though their families had lived on Iraqi soil for hun-
dreds of years). Their Iraqi identity impugned, they gravitated toward
radical nationalist and left-wing organizations. The alienation of the
Shi‘i intelligentsia led Shi‘i divines to actively reengage in politics,
creating an uneasy alliance between Mujtahids and secularly inclined
urban Shi‘is based primarily on shared anti-British sentiment.

The Kurdish attitude toward the state of Iraq was as equivocal as
that of the Shi‘is, but it developed differently. In 1919 the Kurdish
districts of Iraq were accorded special administration under tribal
shaykhs. British officials intended to govern the tribal areas of Iraq as
they had done in the Indian subcontinent: with shaykhs appointed
as administrators under a single head. Encouraged by their de facto
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autonomous government, the vast majority of Kurds did not vote in
the nationwide plebiscite that confirmed Faysal as king. Similarly,
only a handful of selected Kurdish leaders actively participated in the
deliberations that led to the creation of the Iraqi state.

Under this policy, Kurdish Shaykh Mahmud Barzanji was ap-
pointed governor of Sulaymaniyah province by British officials in
1919. Barzanji aspired to rule all of Iraqi Kurdistan, however, and he
quickly became the focus of Kurdish nationalist agitation as well as
intertribal envy and rivalry. Both Iraqi and British authorities resolved
to suppress this movement immediately for fear of Kemalist and
Bolshevik involvement; as a result, Barzanji was apprehended in 1919.

When the Kurds failed to secure an independent nation of their
own, the demand for autonomy within the state of Iraq became their
battle cry. Upon ratification of the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi Treaty and ter-
mination of the British mandate, Iraq joined the League of Nations,
which, as mentioned previously, stipulated that the Kurds and other
minorities be granted cultural rights and security. The new Iraqi gov-
ernment failed to meet this requirement, however, sparking another
failed Kurdish rebellion in 1930, led by Barzanji, who had previously
been permitted to return to Kurdistan after pledging to cease his
rebellious activities. Upon his defeat, remnants of his forces joined
those of the redoubtable Barzani brothers—Ahmad and Mulla
Mustafa—in a general Kurdish revolt in 1933. Although this revolt
was put down as well, the Barzanis remained defiant, emerging as
potent opposition figures in later decades.

After Faysal

Because Faysal did not live long enough to institutionalize the Iraqi
system of government, it lacked the firm foundation needed to with-
stand the disruptions that followed independence. Soon after his death
in 1933, the integrative process he had fostered was undermined by
sectional interests, which encouraged a revival of primordial loyalties
and shattered the consensus and balance that he had so delicately
nurtured. Iraqi politics became irrevocably fractional and fractious,
while the government itself became a mere facade that failed to meet
the people’s needs. Cabinet formation became an exercise in forming
unstable coalitions, and parliamentary representation became syn-
onymous with government appointment and administrative
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patronage; most of those chosen for government service were clients
of the new order who were rewarded for their pliancy rather than for
any influence they might hold over local constituencies.

Indeed, after Faysal, the institutional framework of the pluralist
system—its legislative and executive branches, its electoral systems,
its political parties, its press—were managed by a handful of power-
hungry politicians who were scarcely familiar with democratic
processes. This ruling caste ignored the essential demands of nation
building, focusing instead on consolidating power and jockeying for
position via corrupt and often murderous practices. Their search for
power and influence guided their external relations as well, leading
them to exploit various causes in the wider Arab world, including the
Palestine question.

Although Iraqi society was exceedingly heterogeneous, the
country’s rulers—particularly after Faysal—were a homogeneous
group belonging to the Sunni Arab minority. Ottoman traditions
prevailed in Iraqi politics, as power remained confined to Sunni con-
stituencies that were bound together by family and tribal loyalties,
making them indifferent to the wishes of the overwhelming majority
of the population. This situation was perhaps best described by Lionel
Smith, the British advisor to the ministry of education in Baghdad
from 1923 until 1931:

I do not suppose there is in the whole of history another example
of a state with a representative government of a modern type, in
which the only people who count are two or three hundred at the
most. It is in fact a close oligarchy, but without the administrative
experience, the education and the tradition of public service, with-
out which as far as I can remember no oligarchies have governed
successfully. This in fact is an oligarchy of mostly unscrupulous
adventurers, without the rudiments of true patriotism, whose ob-
ject is to make what they can as quickly as they can out of the
richest of resources of supply—the state.1

Another consequence of Faysal’s death was the reemergence of the
division between the Sunni Ottoman political establishment and the
Sharifians, who were regarded as upstarts and British pawns. This divi-
sion came to the fore in the 1930s, contributing to the destruction of
civil politics in Iraq and to the string of six coup d’etats that occurred
between 1936 and 1941.
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Interestingly, the first military coup in 1936 was led not by the
Ottomanist elite but by an Iraqi nationalist alliance of Shi‘i, Kurdish,
and Turkmen leaders who rejected the pan-Arabist school represented
by Sharifian politicians. The coup also marked the emergence of ideo-
logical and secular political organizations such as the Iraqi Communist
Party, the left-wing al-Ahali group, and the radical pan-Arab nation-
alist Muthanna Club, the forerunner of the Ba‘ath Party.

Other coups soon followed, ultimately leading to the 1941 pro-
Nazi revolt of Rashid Ali al-Gailani, which resulted in a farhud
(pogrom) that traumatized the Baghdad Jewry. In general, the post-
Faysal trend toward authoritarian and personal rule created an endemic
paradox: the dominance of the ruling caste led to the alienation of
other constituencies, which in turn eroded the legitimacy and au-
thority of the state. Hence, by 1941, Iraq had come full circle—in
response to the al-Gailani coup, the British instituted a second mili-
tary occupation of Baghdad.

Lessons for the United States

Even after Iraq attained complete independence in 1932, the British
continued to exercise considerable influence, assuming dominant
advisory roles in most portions of the government. This feature of
the new state’s politics led many Iraqi commentators to dub it “the
peculiar situation,” a label most evident in the various glaring and
absurd contradictions that characterized the country:

• theoretical sovereignty with strings attached (in the form of
unequal treaties with Britain);

• territorial integrity that was questioned by friends and neigh-
bors such as Iran, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia, all of whom made
territorial claims on Iraq;

• a nationalist ideology that was externally irredentist yet inter-
nally divisive;

• ministers who were given administrative responsibilities yet
placed under the watchful eyes of foreign advisors;

• a port and a railway system administered but not owned by
Iraqis;

• privileges for foreigners in Iraq but none for Iraqis abroad; and
• most important, an oil industry that Iraqis neither owned nor

controlled.
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This situation contributed in no small measure to the anti-British
and anti-Western sentiments shared by most Iraqis. The potential
parallels to the aftermath of the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq are only too
obvious. The best way for the United States to avoid re-creating this
“peculiar situation” would be to limit the duration of its military
presence in postwar Iraq.

Moreover, as mentioned previously, the promotion of Sharifians
and their recruits as the new political class in Iraq during the 1920s
simply heightened the hostility that the establishment Ottomanists
felt toward the British, eventually destroying the trappings of civil
society that the British had sought to create there. A similar pattern
could emerge if the United States is confronted with the task of help-
ing to create a new Iraqi administration. As the restoration of Iraq’s
civil society unfolds, Washington must help Iraqis strike an appro-
priate balance within the Iraqi opposition-in-exile, on the one hand,
and between the exiled and those who chose to remain in Saddam
Husayn’s Iraq, on the other. A free and internationally supervised
constituent assembly election will help to clarify the level of popular
support for contending factions. In any case, the United States should
allow the Iraqi people to choose their own rulers, which will help to
prevent rivals from waging destructive bids for political dominance
and the spoils of office.

In general, the institutionalization of Iraqi politics under British
administration was a dismal failure, with repercussions that have per-
sisted up to the present and that will affect any future attempt at
restructuring the Iraqi political system. The lessons are clear: if de-
mocratization is to succeed in Iraq, the country will need to adopt a
new politics of inclusion and establish safeguards for the protection
of minorities and individual liberties.

Note

1. E.C. Hodgkin, “Lionel Smith on Education in Iraq,” in Middle Eastern Stud-
ies 19, no. 2 (1983), p. 254.
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The Challenge of

Nation Building in Iraq

The Western military force had been poised to attack for
months. It entered Basra, captured the city and its oil fields,

then began the long sweep up the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers to-
ward Baghdad. The march was difficult, with the troops encountering
heat, disease, and opposition from recalcitrant tribes and local mili-
tias armed with modern weapons. The paramount shaykhs of the
middle Euphrates tribes declared their support for the government
in Baghdad, while senior Muslim clerics—Sunni and Shi‘i alike—
issued fatwas (decrees) authorizing revolt against the foreign invaders.
In the north, Kurdish factions threatened revolt if their demands for
autonomy were not met. Meanwhile, squabbling among Iraqi ex-
iles—politicians, clerics, and generals—hindered their ability to
cooperate, and antiwar and anti-imperialist movements at home pre-
vented the Western government from announcing a clear policy. What
was the objective of the war—oil, regime change, or providing guid-
ance and protection to Iraqis while they learned the intricacies and
values of democratic governance?

This was the British experience in Iraq between 1914 and 1918.
Hopefully, the United States has learned from its own past mistakes
in the conduct of war. Even so, the British faced still greater chal-
lenges upon taking control of Iraq more than eighty years ago, and
U.S. policymakers can draw several lessons from Britain’s nation build-
ing experiences. Political and social conditions may have been more
primitive at the time, and oil was yet to become the source of na-
tional treasure. Nevertheless, the present-day Iraqi reaction to military
defeat and occupation by a foreign power could be similar to that
witnessed in the early twentieth century.
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Iraq before and during World War I

When Britain’s Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force entered Basra in
1914, Iraq did not exist as a state. The provinces that formed mod-
ern Iraq were part of the Ottoman Empire and had been ruled both
well and badly by the Turks and their Sunni Arab cohorts for several
hundred years. The population of 3 million was roughly 50 percent
Shi‘i Arab, 20 percent Sunni Arab, 20 percent Kurdish (mostly Sunni,
some Shi‘i, a few Jewish), and 10 percent “other” (Jewish, Catholic,
Assyrian, Chaldean, Turkmen, Yazidi, and Sabaean).

Iraqi Arabs were the last of the multinational groups that com-
posed the Ottoman Empire to abandon it. Comfortable under the
aegis of Islamic governance, Iraq’s urban and tribal power barons fo-
cused their attention on issues such as land tenure and water rights;
any political ambitions they may have had before World War I were
directed toward forming an autonomous entity within the Ottoman
Empire. Separatism as a political goal emerged as a result of the chau-
vinistic racial policies of the Young Turks, not because of repressive
Ottoman policies.

By 1916 the Sunni Arab political elites who had been educated
in the Ottoman army were either defecting to Husayn ibn Ali (the
Sharif of Mecca and leader of the Great Arab Revolt against the Turks)
or thinking about accepting the British. In contrast, Arab and Kurdish
tribal leaders and Shi‘i clerics, secure in their isolation, were consid-
ering autonomy under the Turks or outright independence. The
southern tribes in particular had a common sense of Arab identity,
shared traditions and customs, and links to the great clans and con-
federations that had originated in Arabia and spread throughout the
region. Arab nationalism was particularly strong in Najaf and Karbala,
where students and scholars encouraged the teaching of Arab civili-
zation and culture.

Meanwhile, British forces had occupied Fao and Basra in south-
ern Iraq in October 1914 in order to keep non-British influences
(primarily Russian and German) out of the region and to protect
British oil interests in Iran, communication lines to India, and the
status quo in the Persian Gulf. Despite a humiliating defeat at Kut
and a forced retreat in 1916, British forces took Baghdad in 1917
and Kirkuk and Mosul in 1918, ending a long and bloody campaign.
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Policy Differences among the British

In general, the British had little knowledge of Iraqi culture and poli-
tics prior to 1914, and few Englishmen were familiar with the region’s
language, traditions, or internal conflicts. British military commanders
and civil servants from the India Office were drawn to Iraq by a
combination of strategic necessity and the lure of political success
and economic wealth. During the war, however, secret agreements
with Husayn ibn Ali (recognizing the Arabs’ right to an independent
state) and the French (the infamous Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916,
which divided the Middle East into British and French spheres of
influence) ensured that Britain would be the dominant power in the
postwar Persian Gulf.

Although Iraqi society at the time was characterized by isolation,
political turmoil, tribal unrest, social chaos, and economic uncer-
tainty, Britain’s own foreign policy establishment was in disarray as
well. Whitehall had no policy for the Arab parts of the Ottoman
Empire. The British foreign and defense policymaking establish-
ments—the War Office, the Foreign Office, and the India
Office—differed in both outlook and mission, and responsibility for
defining and implementing British policy toward Iraq was divided
among several disparate centers. The India Office supervised both
military operations and policy during the first two years of the war,
after which the War Office assumed control of military activities and
the Foreign Office took over policy. Civil administration remained
the responsibility of the India Office, however. The Arab Bureau,
part of the intelligence division of the Foreign Office, tried to coor-
dinate policy on Iraq through its advisors to the civil administrator,
but they were viewed with hostility by the India Office. All four of
these entities urged different priorities and policies, issuing procla-
mations that were unclear and contradictory. Nevertheless, their
promises were accepted by many Arab and Iraqi nationalists who
were eager to have their hopes and ambitions confirmed.

The policy debates in Whitehall were framed by two questions:
Would the acquisition of new territory make Britain stronger or
weaker? Should allowances be made for the repeated Muslim con-
tention that Islam had a political as well as religious role? The Foreign
Office and the Arab Bureau advocated the creation of an Arab ca-
liphate and state in Arabia under indirect British control, to include
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southern Iraq, Mecca, and Medina. This faction, which had the sup-
port of Prime Minister David Lloyd George, was labeled the
Hashemite School because of its support for the claims of the Sharif
of Mecca. In contrast, the India Office viewed Iraq as a means of
meeting the needs of India and its Muslims. Under its plan, India
would absorb Iraq in order to protect imperial interests and extend
them into Arabia, while Abd al-Aziz ibn-Sa‘ud of Najd—the wahhabi
tribal leader who would ultimately rout the Sharif, conquer most of
the peninsula, and create the modern state of Saudi Arabia—was
viewed as the Arab ruler most fit to lead and be led. Although the
Foreign Office and Arab Bureau ultimately won the debate by in-
stalling an unemployed Hashemite prince as the first king of Iraq,
the India Office succeeded in shaping governmental and social con-
trols that would last until 1958, when a revolution toppled the
monarchy and ousted the British.

Establishing the Rule of Law and Law by Rules

Even before the end of World War I, British military and civil ad-
ministrators had established mechanisms by which they would exercise
control over the Iraqi state-in-waiting. The tone was set by the ad-
ministrators dispatched to Iraq from the India Office. Guided by the
nineteenth-century philosophy of the “white man’s burden,” they
sought to duplicate the imperial style of administration established
in India. These men pushed for direct rule, arguing that the Arab
“natives” were inherently inferior and unable to rule wisely or justly.
One such administrator described “Arab propensities for brutal mur-
der and theft” but expressed his optimism that “if conditions could
be moulded aright men would grow good to fit them.”1 Because of
these attitudes, the British administrators opposed the appointment
of Arabs to positions of responsibility, instead choosing young, often
inexperienced military officers to “advise” local leaders.

On March 19, 1917, Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Stanley Maude, then-
commander of the British forces in Iraq, issued a proclamation to the
people of Baghdad promising that the British had not come as “Con-
querors or enemies but as Liberators.”2 He invited the nobles, elders,
and representatives of the Baghdad province to collaborate with Brit-
ish political representatives in the management of the territory’s civil
affairs. The proclamation reflected the romantic vision of the For-
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eign Office rather than the more control-minded vision of the India
Office. Even Maude objected to its contents, believing that it would
only encourage Arab nationalism and confuse the locals regarding
British intentions.

Following Maude’s death in November 1917, his successor, Sir
William Marshall, was given the singular mission of persuading Arab
tribes to harass the Ottoman enemy wherever possible. After the war,
Britain’s policy regarding the role of the Iraqi people would become
more candid: a memorandum issued by the Foreign Office in No-
vember 1920 promised “to recognize and support the independence
of the inhabitants, and to advise and assist them to establish what
may appear to be the most suitable forms of government, on the
understanding they seek advice and guidance of Great Britain only.”3

Iraq remained under British military rule following the war, with
administrative duties transferred to the chief political officer of the
Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force, Sir Percy Cox. As civil adminis-
trator, Cox was responsible for establishing political relations with
the Iraqis and setting up the machinery of government. At first, Cox
reported to the General Officer Commanding the British forces, who
was responsible for both civil and military government in the occu-
pied territories. In 1917 the Civil Administration was reorganized
and Cox was named civil commissioner, reporting directly to Lon-
don. In 1918 Cox was named high commissioner for Persia, while
Sir Arnold Wilson became acting civil commissioner for Iraq.

Wilson believed that the Arabs were incapable of self-rule, that a
tutorial and imperial approach was appropriate for Iraq, and that
Iraqis should be incorporated into a government created and largely
controlled by the British. Such beliefs gradually laid the groundwork
for mistrust and rebellion. Under Wilson, Britain installed an ad-
ministration for the Iraqi provinces based on the Indian model. In
September 1918, the occupied Basra and Baghdad provinces were
combined under one civil commissioner. Administrative centers were
established in major towns, and political officers were placed in charge
of districts. These officers administered justice, maintained law and
order, settled disputes between town and tribe, and attempted to
pacify quarrelsome tribes. They also recruited labor for irrigation and
flood-control projects, collected supplies for the military, determined
compensation for war damages, and protected communication lines.



The Challenge of Nation Building in Iraq • 43

Yet, many of these officers were inexperienced in either military or
civil administration, having been only recently demobilized from
active service in the war. Hence, they knew little of Iraq or its lan-
guages, law codes, and customs.

Although Britain had promised to create an indigenous Arab
government under British “guidance,” it continued to administer the
provinces directly, according to India Office policies and procedures.
After the British abolished the elected municipal councils that had
been established by the Ottomans, the new political officers worked
directly through local notables on whom they relied to maintain or-
der. The justice system was initially based on Indian and Ottoman
civil law codes and administered by the political officers in tribal
courts. The taxation code was Ottoman, and the Indian rupee served
as the official currency. The political officers also relied on civil po-
lice constables recruited from Aden and India, as well as native soldiers,
tribal levies, and local police recruited from Arab tribes. Tribal levies
also served as escorts, messengers, jailers, and soldiers.

Although tribal leaders could find some satisfaction with their
role in the new system, the law as supervised by the British Civil
Administration soon came to represent an inflexible and foreign
system of control. Moreover, the number of British officers serv-
ing in the “temporary” Iraqi government grew at Arab expense. In
1917, 59 British officers served in the civil administration; by
1920, their number had grown to 1,022 (one for every 3,000 Ira-
qis), with Arabs holding less than 4 percent of the senior positions.
Even after the establishment of an Iraqi government under the League
of Nations mandate, 569 British advisors remained in the country’s
civil administration.

Tribal Policy

The Turks had pursued a divide-and-rule policy toward the region’s
tribes, dealing with individual tribesmen and subgroups rather than
with shaykhs or powerful confederations. This policy weakened the
traditional power and prestige of tribal leaders and instigated intra-
and intertribal rivalries, all of which played to the benefit of the Turks.

Britain reversed this decline of tribal authority, partly as a means
of containing the growth of power among Ottoman-educated and
more nationalist-minded urban Arabs. British policy was aimed at
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restoring the power and prestige of a select group of shaykhs who
were considered to be “natural” leaders; these shaykhs were officially
accorded legitimate status after they submitted to British authority
and agreed to work for the Civil Administration. In July 1918, the
British announced the Tribal Civil and Criminal Disputes Regula-
tion, based on the Government of India Act, which gave political
officers the authority to convene a tribal council (majlis) in order
to settle disputes according to tribal custom. Those shaykhs en-
dorsed by the British authorities were empowered to settle all
disputes with and between members of their tribes and to collect
taxes on behalf of the government. Each shaykh was also respon-
sible for maintaining peace within his tribe, arresting wrongdoers,
protecting lines of communication, and, during the war, cutting
off supplies to the Turks. In return, they received arms, agricul-
tural loans, subsidies, relief from taxes, and the support of
prestigious British political advisors.

Most important, the British cemented the feudal nature of the
Ottoman land tenure policy by giving certain shaykhs (along with
prominent townsmen) owner’s rights to the lands tended by their
communities. Consequently, shaykhs became virtual landlords, while
most tribesmen became impoverished serfs tied to their shaykh by
financial debts rather than communal bonds.

Hence, one major effect of British tribal policy was to weaken
relations between shaykh and tribe. Rather than being bound by tribal
obligation, shaykhs came under British protection. By restoring
shaykhs to semifeudal positions of power, the British believed that
they could decrease the high costs of administration and maintain
stability more effectively. In reality, once endowed with new power
and motivated by enhanced self-interest, the shaykhs reverted to
authoritarianism and became increasingly alienated from their tradi-
tional power base.

Britain’s tribal policy also had a devastating long-term impact on
Iraq’s political development. It minimized interaction between town
and tribe and solidified the divisions between these constituencies by
officially sanctioning tribal customs. Indeed, from 1918 to 1958,
two distinct systems of law were used in Iraq: one for towns and
another for tribes. Only the presence of the British military kept the
two sectors together.
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Occupation and Revolt

The British authorities encountered increasing local resistance from
several directions soon after World War I. Unrest emerged in Najaf
and Karbala when a group of Sunni Arab military officers and offi-
cials who had served under the Ottomans joined various notables,
clerics, and tribal shaykhs in vowing to defend Islam against Britain
and to oppose tighter British administrative control. The 1919 mur-
der of a British officer in Najaf led to swift retaliation in the form of
arrests, executions, and a blockade of the city. Similarly, prominent
Shi‘i clerics and civilians began forming groups that sought indepen-
dence and opposed British occupation. Some Sunni and Shi‘i Arab
groups even formed links; although they may have disagreed over
their desired form of government and leadership (secular monarchy
versus Islamic state; king versus sultan), many of their members had
lost jobs and status and been marginalized by the imposition of di-
rect British rule.

Beginning in 1919, Sir Arnold Wilson introduced a series of
measures aimed at consolidating British control over Iraq. At the
same time, he commissioned a survey that polled prominent Iraqis
on their preferences regarding the Iraqi government and constitu-
tion. Their responses seemed to indicate support for a state composed
of three provinces under Arab rule, but with no consensus on the
type of government or ruler.

Even as Wilson exaggerated the degree of popular acquiescence
to British control, others in the Foreign Office concluded that Arab
nationalism was developing unstoppable momentum in Iraq. For
example, Oriental Secretary to the High Commissioner Gertrude Bell
thought that the British should work with the nationalists (most of
whom were urban Sunnis) to modernize the country and end what
she viewed as the reactionary and obscurantist influence of the Shi‘i
clerics and their tribal followers. She advocated Arab self-rule under
British tutelage.

The Iraqis were confused by such divisions among the British.
For this and other reasons, many of them rejected the 1919 Paris
Peace Conference recommendation that Iraq be placed under a League
of Nations mandate. The idea that Iraq could only gradually become
an independent nation under the tutelage of a foreign power was
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met with contempt; the mandate was seen as an ominous and pa-
tronizing proposal. In Karbala, Ayatollah Muhammad Taqi Shirazi,
a leading Shi‘i cleric, issued a fatwa declaring that service in the Brit-
ish administration was unlawful. In May 1920, Shi‘i clerics and tribal
shaykhs from the middle Euphrates region joined with Sunni na-
tionalists in holding mass meetings at Sunni and Shi‘i mosques in
Baghdad, calling for cooperation in the name of Iraqi independence.
Wilson refused to meet with these men unless a larger number of his
own preselected Baghdad notables were present. He opposed any com-
promise that would enhance the power and prestige of Shi‘i clerics or
extend their authority to areas from which they had traditionally been
excluded (e.g., government and military service).

In June 1920, the British Civil Administration announced that
elections would be held for a constituent assembly, and a newly re-
turned exile—Sayyid Talib al-Naqib, who supported the returning
Ottoman-trained military officers—was selected to create the neces-
sary electoral machinery. Prominent Iraqis were divided on the proper
response to this measure, disagreeing on what would best serve Iraq’s
(and their own) interests. Some Sunni notables and Shi‘i tribal shaykhs
looked to the British to secure their existing privileges. They agreed
to support Britain so long as they were guaranteed the same privi-
leges they had held under the Turks. Others, fearing loss of autonomy,
land tenure, and increased taxation, rejected any form of colonial
tutelage.

That same month, Iraqi Arab oppositionists launched an armed
revolt. Senior Sunni and Shi‘i clerics began a brief period of unprec-
edented cooperation by issuing a fatwa authorizing rebellion. The
British responded with preemptive arrests of tribal shaykhs, but the
revolt spread. By late July, the rebels controlled the middle Euphrates
region and districts around Baghdad. Sensing weakness in the cen-
tral authority in Baghdad due to the Arab revolt, the Kurds rose up
in the north, though without any coordination with the insurgent
Arabs.4

The rebellions failed, but the events of 1920 played an impor-
tant role in creating an Iraqi national mythology and shaping future
British policy toward Iraq. The revolts themselves lasted three months,
swept over one-third of the country, and cost Britain 400 lives and
£40 million. For Iraqis, they became a symbol of nationalist pride
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and opposition to colonial domination. For the British, the nine
months of continuous military operations were a financial and mate-
rial burden at a time when domestic sentiment was growing against
foreign military adventures and when many countries were imple-
menting defense economies. Consequently, London decided to reduce
its military force in Iraq as quickly as possible following the revolts.
The British felt that the most economical strategy from a political
and military perspective was to use air power and local levies for
internal security while creating a pliable government that would ac-
cept and implement British “advice.”

Britain Forms the Iraqi Government

In October 1920, Sir Percy Cox, the newly appointed high commis-
sioner for Iraq, ended military rule, formulated a constitution in
consultation with Iraqi elites, and established a provisional govern-
ment with an Arab president and Council of State. He selected as
president Abd al-Rahman al-Gailani, an aging leader of Baghdad’s
Sunni community whose sole qualifications were his religious posi-
tion (as the Naqib of Baghdad), his family background, and his lack
of political experience, which left Cox to exercise real authority. Simi-
larly, most council members were drawn from the traditional upper
classes (e.g., religious leaders, landowners, tribal shaykhs) and could
be depended upon to support the British.

The new cabinet included representatives from all three prov-
inces, mostly prominent Sunni Arabs, along with several Christians,
a handful of Shi‘is, and a Jew. Municipal councils were restored as
well, though like each ministry, they were given British advisors. Shi‘is
were noticeably absent from most government offices, partly because
of their lack of administrative experience, partly because of prevail-
ing anti-Shi‘i attitudes among Sunni Arab notables in Baghdad, but
mostly because of British wariness of Shi‘i clericalism. In other words,
the prewar order was reestablished—Ottoman-educated Sunni Ar-
abs and Arabized Kurds under foreign patronage dominated Iraq once
again. Even Iraq’s new national army was led by 600 Ottoman-trained
army officers, most from Sunni Arab families.

In choosing the ruler of Iraq, Britain settled upon the third son
of the Sharif of Mecca, Faysal ibn Husayn, whom the French had
rejected as king of “their” Syria. Because of his history of coopera-
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tion with the British, they assumed that they could manipulate him.
Although he had virtually impeccable Arab nationalist and Muslim
credentials (as a leader of the Great Arab Revolt against the Turks and a
descendant of the Prophet Muhammad), he was regarded as an inter-
loper by many Iraqis. As an Arab, he lacked Kurdish support; as a Sunni,
he lacked Shi‘i support; and as a Hashemite from Arabia, he was rejected
by many old Sunni noble families. Yet, he had the loyalty of Iraqis who
had served in the Ottoman military and defected to the Great Arab Re-
volt. Moreover, he was a known quantity to British and Arab observers,
with no ties to any Iraqi region or political faction.

Under Cox’s direction, King Faysal I was “elected” by unani-
mous resolution on July 11, 1921, in the Council of State. His
government pledged to be constitutional, representative, democratic,
and limited by the rule of law. A plebiscite managed by the British
gave Faysal 96 percent of the popular vote—Kurds and pro-Turkish
elements who opposed Arab rule did not vote, nor did Shi‘is who
wanted a theocratic government.

Not surprisingly, such British oversight did not have the antici-
pated positive impact. In fact, the new arrangements had serious
shortcomings in several critical areas.

Education. Reacting against his British advisor, Iraqi education
minister Sati al-Husri stressed the Arabization of the educational sys-
tem. For example, he ensured that textbooks emphasized secular and
progressive themes, Arab nationalism, and patriotism rather than the
sectarian and ethnic separatism fostered by the British and favored
by Kurds and Shi‘is.

Army. The Iraqi army was established in 1921 with the stipula-
tion that it would be given responsibility for internal and external
security within four years. Britain provided assistance and advisors
and threatened Iraq with sanctions if it ignored the counsel of these
advisors. The lower ranks of the army were recruited from tribal ele-
ments, often Shi‘i, but the officer corps consisted entirely of
Ottoman-trained officers, most of whom were Sunni Arab, some of
whom were Kurdish.

Debt. The 1922 Anglo-Iraqi Treaty stipulated that the king had
to heed British advice on fiscal policy so long as Iraq was in debt to
Britain. It also required Iraqis to help pay for British administrative
expenses, including the costs associated with the numerous British
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advisors and inspectors stationed throughout the country. If the Ira-
qis defaulted or refused to cooperate, the British could apply military
sanctions. All of these measures contributed to Iraq’s economic de-
pendence on Britain.

Constitution. The 1924 Iraqi constitution was another colonial
diktat. Initially, it was intended to empower the Iraqi king while giv-
ing the British high commissioner sufficient executive power to govern
effectively, uphold the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty, and provide political rep-
resentation for various elements of the population. Yet, negotiations
floundered on the powers accorded to the king (whom the British
hoped to make their instrument) and to parliament (which the Iraqi
nationalists hoped to control). Although parliament was given the
power to dissolve the cabinet, the king’s prerogatives included con-
firming all laws and issuing ordinances to fulfill treaty obligations
without parliamentary approval. Moreover, ministers were respon-
sible to the king, not to parliament; they had to be members of one
of its two chambers. Although the constitution remained in force for
more than thirty years, made the king a symbol of Iraqi unity, and
brought various political and social groups into government for the
first time, it failed to take root because Iraqis were never given real
governmental responsibility; consequently, many of them regarded it
as an instrument of foreign control.

The Legacy

Years of British occupation and manipulation resulted in the emer-
gence of nationalist groups and set the stage for a disturbing pattern
of military revolts, political repression, ethnic cleansing, and civil
unrest. The 1920s saw the rise of nationalist opposition (Arab and
Iraqi) to foreign occupation, unfair treaties, imposed constitutions,
and political and military institutions that consolidated foreign con-
trol rather than Iraqi autonomy. This fervor shaped an entire
generation of Sunni Arab military officers, among them Khayrallah
Talfah, Saddam Husayn’s influential uncle.

The nationalist opposition only grew following the unpopular
1930 version of the Anglo-Iraqi Treaty. The revised treaty promised
Iraq independence and League of Nations membership. The two
countries also pledged mutual help in time of war and close consul-
tation in foreign affairs, while Britain was granted leases on two
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airbases that were to be guarded by Iraqi forces at British expense.
Yet, nationalists opposed the treaty’s twenty-five-year duration and
the continued British military presence on Iraqi soil.

Despite this opposition, the treaty was ratified, leading to offi-
cial independence in 1932. Once free from direct British rule, however,
the Iraqi government began to use the growing national army as an
instrument of control and oppression. Subsequently, the Iraqi mili-
tary became the first in the Middle East to establish a tradition of
interfering in politics and carrying out genocidal operations against
various minority groups.

As nation builders, the British created an impressive array of institu-
tions: a monarchy, a parliament, a Western-style constitution, a civil
service, and an army. Yet, their principal objective was establishing a gov-
ernment that would protect their interests at the least possible cost to the
British taxpayer. Toward this end, they designed “a structure that was less
a system of government than a means of control,” that is, “[t]he British
created an imposing institutional facade, but put down few roots.”5

In a meeting with his military commanders in February 2003,
Saddam drew several comparisons between the Iraq that the British con-
fronted in 1920 and the Iraq that the United States would face in 2003:

We hope that the British would tell the Americans about their ex-
perience in Iraq in 1920. The British occupiers had cannons and
advanced weapons compared to what the Iraqis possessed at the
time. The Iraqis were poor. They fought the British army with axes
and shovels. . . . The Iraqis defended their country and forced the
occupation army to meet the Iraqis’ demands for national rule.
However, the colonization continued, as you know. . . . The Iraqis
imposed their will at the time [of British occupation], although
they had no central leadership. They had local leadership. It was
the tribes, figures, and intellectuals who called for forming resis-
tance. The resistance then imposed its will on the occupier. Now,
praise be to God, we have a state, leaders, chain of command, armies,
organized people, and capabilities. True, our capabilities are not
like those of the Americans and the British, but there is superiority
in other aspects. They are superior in the technological and elec-
tronic fields, but we are superior in other fields.6

Such rhetoric highlights the degree to which the experience of Brit-
ish occupation remains alive in the contemporary Iraqi political
imagination.
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Rebuilding Iraq:

Assessing the British

Military Occupation

If the United States undertakes long-term military involve-
ment in Iraq, it will likely face challenges similar to those that

characterized the British military experience in Iraq during the first
half of the twentieth century. After helping to defeat the Ottomans
during World War I, Britain’s Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force
was thrust into the role of administering the territories it had occu-
pied. During the first several years of what became a lengthy stay,
three key factors emerged that are essential to predicting what might
lie ahead for the United States: (1) the large-scale Iraqi revolt against
British direct rule in 1920; (2) the use of the Royal Air Force (RAF)
to carry out a policy of “air control” during the indirect rule of the
British mandate period; and (3) the construction of an “indepen-
dent” Iraqi military during the 1920s. Understanding these factors
could help U.S. war planners avoid Britain’s mistakes and embrace
its successes.

The British Military Campaign in Iraq

Britain was no stranger to Mesopotamia at the beginning of World
War I. With Ottoman acquiescence, the British had long maintained
an official presence in the Persian Gulf port of Basra in support of
their commercial and geopolitical interests. In fact, “on the eve of the
First World War [British] interests controlled over two-thirds of the
growing volume of imports and roughly half of the exports that passed
through Basra.”1 Once war broke out and the Turks became less ac-
commodating, Britain deployed troops to the area. Although these
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forces were ostensibly in Mesopotamia to protect British interests in
India and the valuable oil fields of southern Persia, they ultimately
moved north toward Baghdad in a campaign of conquest. By 1917
the British Indian Army had captured Baghdad from the Turks.

Concurrent with this successful military campaign in Iraq, the
British-backed “Great Arab Revolt” in neighboring Syria was also
making headway. Led by Faysal ibn Husayn—the strategically adept
son of the Sharif of Mecca and future king of Iraq—a mixed army of
Bedouins and Arab nationalist, ex-Ottoman soldiers fought along-
side the Allies and captured Damascus. Their efforts culminated in
the short-lived Arab Kingdom of Syria, in which Faysal was amir
until the French ejected him in 1920.

Britain’s postwar plans for Iraq were established by the de Bunson
Middle East Policy Committee, set up in 1915 by Prime Minister
Herbert Asquith. The leading force on the committee was Sir Mark
Sykes, an ambitious, Ottoman-smart workaholic representing Lord
Kitchner, the minister of war. The committee established that Britain’s
primary regional interest was to keep landlines open to India. Sykes
was integral in shaping the committee’s subsequent recommenda-
tion to the British government that the most effective way of attaining
this objective was through the creation of a “semi-autonomous” Iraq—
self-governing but within the British sphere of political and military
influence.

Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Stanley Maude, the leader of the British
expedition in Iraq and the region’s military governor, also attempted
to spell out Britain’s intentions toward this newly “liberated” terri-
tory. Upon entering Baghdad, he made a series of proclamations to
the people that are best characterized by the following excerpt:

Our military operations have as their object the defeat of the en-
emy and the driving of him from these territories. In order to com-
plete this task I am charged with absolute and supreme control of
all regions in which British Forces operate, but our Armies have
not come into your Cities and Lands as Conquerors, or enemies,
but as Liberators. . . . It is the wish, not only of my King and his
peoples, but is also the wish of the Great Nations with whom he is
in alliance, that you should prosper, even as in the past, when your
lands were fertile, when your ancestors gave to the world literature,
science and art and Baghdad was one of the wonders of the world.2
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In January 1918, President Woodrow Wilson, confident in the sup-
port of millions of Americans newly committed to winning the war,
put forth the U.S. view of the postwar world. Wilson’s Fourteen Points
were seen by the other Allies as exceedingly idealistic and generous
regarding the treatment of the vanquished Central Powers. In his
twelfth point, Wilson even went so far as to assure the people of the
former Ottoman-controlled territories that they would be given “an
absolutely unmolested opportunity of autonomous development.”
Although the Allies did not like the Fourteen Points, they were in
dire need of U.S. support and hence accepted the U.S. vision.

By the end of October 1918, an armistice with Turkey had been
signed, and World War I ended on November 11. While the dust
settled worldwide, the British and French jointly declared that their
policy would be to “assist in the establishment of native government
in the liberated [ex-Ottoman] area.” Although Sir Arnold Wilson,
acting civil commissioner in Mesopotamia from 1918 to 1920, sug-
gested that this declaration was not to be “taken literally,” the residents
of what would soon become the state of Iraq likely regarded it in
precisely that manner.3

Winning the war in Mesopotamia had cost Britain nearly
100,000 casualties and £200 million and left it with the weighty
task of filling the political and economic vacuum left behind by
the defeated Turks. Whether they liked it or not, the British would
be unable to extricate themselves from the responsibilities involved
in occupying the region.

Military Occupation Leads to Revolt

Even as it pounded away at the retreating Turkish forces, the British
Indian Army found itself doing double duty as a civil government.
Combat capability was the priority, however, and all resources within
the newly occupied territories were subordinated to this end. Ac-
cording to one American observer who entered Baghdad with British
forces in March 1917, “[T]he British meant to show the native popu-
lation that there would be no trouble in the city while they were
running it. Every man on the street had his rifle and bayonet.”4

Indeed, all British troops were required to be armed at all times as
a means of ensuring law and order. This practice may have con-
tributed to the local population’s surprisingly quiet and orderly



Assessing the British Military Occupation • 55

reaction to the occupation. Yet, as Philip Willard Ireland suggested
in 1937,

[t]he fact that the military regime was accepted as long as it was
without protest may be attributed to a variety of factors. Prompt
payment for all supplies, cash rent for billets and land, although
not invariably nor always in strict proportion to prevailing rates,
non-interference with such religious or local customs as did not
hamper military or administrative policy, and the marked increase
in general economic prosperity did much to mitigate its rigours.
While the attitude of the army as a whole was distinctly hostile to
the native population, not without good reason, yet there was a
genuine and general desire on the part of all responsible officers to
be just and fair in all their dealings with the native population. The
untiring efforts of Sir Percy Cox and his assistants in establishing
personal relations at the same time that subsidies and remis-
sions of taxations were distributed among the sheikhs and lo-
cal dignitaries, won many of the notables to benevolent neu-
trality. The high integrity and efficiency of the new adminis-
tration, once it had got into its stride, as contrasted with the
former Turkish administration, did even more to create a gen-
eral feeling of confidence and belief that the coming of Great
Britain was for good rather than for evil.5

Following the armistice, Mesopotamia remained in a state of politi-
cal limbo under direct British military governance. The brief period
of relative peace that followed the establishment of British control
soon began to fray, largely because the military paid little attention
to the needs and wants of the Iraqi people. For expediency, the Brit-
ish turned to the tried and true policies and bureaucracy of their civil
administration in India, resulting in an Iraqi occupation that was
always efficient but sometimes brutal.

Before his death in 1919, Sykes warned that Britain should not
use these “black and white” policies in Mesopotamia. Ignoring his
advice, British military officers became increasingly involved in all
aspects of Iraqi civil administration and daily life. They empowered
and enriched both tribal leaders and the bureaucratically and politi-
cally experienced Sunni Arab minority at the expense of Iraq’s other
ethnic and religious constituencies. They also fell into the trap of
accepting the Iraqis’ “age-long general habituation to low standards,
insecurity and antipathy to government.”6 Moreover, the British some-
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times used Iraqis for forced labor and failed to provide ample nutri-
tional and medical care to the impoverished populace.

These problems were compounded over time because British
occupation did little to convince the Iraqi people that they could
look forward to independence. Given Maude’s message of “libera-
tion,” President Wilson’s call for “autonomous development,” and
Anglo-French assurances of self-governance, both the general popu-
lation of Iraq and the educated, ambitious political elite expected
immediate independence after the war. The character of the occupa-
tion frustrated these expectations, however, and resentment toward
the British grew, fed by constant cultural and religious friction.

Troubles began to emerge all across Iraq in 1919. In the north-
ern province of Mosul, Turkish manipulation and tribal power plays
that had begun during the war led to increased Kurdish unrest, which
the British quelled at the cost of 137 British and Indian lives. In the
central and southern provinces, Arab nationalism, religious fervor, and
tribal frictions were on the rise, although not yet violently obvious.

Although British forces in Mesopotamia numbered more than
270,000 in 1918, barely half that number remained a year later. Less
than 35,000 of these remainders had been combatants; in contrast,
the number of British soldiers serving in civil government or “advisory”
positions in Iraq had increased from less than 100 to more than 1,000.
British and Indian military personnel found themselves stretched thin
across a vast country, either singly or in small garrisons, with

nerves on edge as vague rumors, constant unrest, and repeated kill-
ings took their toll. In the summer of 1919 three young British
captains were murdered in Kurdistan. The Government of India
sent out an experienced official to take their place in October 1919;
a month later he, too, was killed.7

In June 1920, an estimated 130,000 Iraqis launched a major nation-
wide revolt. Arab nationalist ex-Sharifian forces began moving into
northwestern Iraq from their bases in Syria. Tribal uprisings occurred
all along the Tigris and Euphrates, fired by religious passion, anger
over higher taxes, and resentment of perceived judicial wrongs. Pro-
longed siege warfare erupted in some areas, and pitched battles were
fought with hundreds of casualties on both sides. Assassinations of
isolated British political officers became commonplace. In response,
reinforcements from the British Indian Army were rushed in, but it



Assessing the British Military Occupation • 57

was not until February 1921, after months of difficult combat, that
the revolt was considered over.

Putting down the uprising had cost the British Indian Army 2,000
casualties, and commanding general Sir Aylmer Haldane swore to
severely punish the rebels. Ultimately, however, he took a more en-
lightened, less emotional approach, granting amnesty to most of those
who had participated in the rebellion while placing on trial known
leaders or those who had committed egregious crimes against British
lives or property.

Soon after—and, to some extent, because of—the revolt, the
British initiated indirect rule. An Iraqi government was formed un-
der King Faysal I, and the terms of the League of Nations mandate
for Iraq, which had been determined at the San Remo Conference of
1920, were finally put into effect in 1922.

Air Control

Following World War I, the Royal Air Force was looking for a pur-
pose; it had only 25 squadrons, down from 188 at the end of the war.
Sir Hugh Trenchard, chief of the air staff, pointed out to Winston
Churchill that “one great advantage of aircraft in the class of warfare
approximating to police work, is their power of acting at once.”8 He
explained that, by relying on the enhanced firepower and mobility of
aircraft instead of large land forces, Britain could reduce the costs, in
men and matériel, of its mandatory responsibilities in the Middle
East. Keenly aware of Britain’s social and economic exhaustion fol-
lowing the horrific experience of World War I, Churchill decided to
adopt Trenchard’s “air control” strategy.

At the Cairo Conference of 1921, Churchill proposed to remove
nearly all land forces from Iraq, slashing the annual military budget
for operations in the region from £25 million to just £4 million.
According to him,

through the use of airplanes instead of land troops, Iraq could be
controlled at less expense and in a more efficient manner. Fur-
thermore, the same air bases used in Iraq could provide a strategic
link to India. Since the British Army would be replaced by both
the Royal Air Force and an Arab army, and since they would have
armoured cars and an effective Intelligence system, British inter-
ests would still be secure.9
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By October 1922, Britain began to implement Churchill’s plan. Much
to the dismay of the British army, Air Vice Marshal John Salmond of
the RAF was appointed overall British military commander in Iraq.
Eight RAF squadrons composed of various World War I aircraft were
deployed to four different airbases across the country. The squadrons
were accompanied by RAF armored car companies and a British-led
force of around 2,000 Iraqi Levies, most of whom were Assyrian.
Additionally, nine British and Indian infantry battalions remained in
country, although they would be withdrawn within a few years.

Although the 1920 revolt had ended, the RAF faced military
challenges immediately upon arriving in Iraq. The northern prov-
ince of Mosul seemed to be a magnet for political unrest. The Turks,
who still disputed ownership of the province, actually occupied a
number of districts until they were discouraged by a small but effec-
tive RAF bombing campaign. A more enduring problem arose when
most of the Kurdish tribes rebelled under the leadership of Shaykh
Mahmud Barzanji, the British-appointed district governor of
Sulaymaniyah and self-proclaimed king of Kurdistan.

The nearly half-million Kurds wanted their own independent
state, but most had been willing to settle for freedom from the Turks
and protection from the Arabs in the immediate aftermath of the
war. The majority of Kurdish tribal leaders, from whom Barzanji
emerged as arguably the strongest, petitioned the British for inclusion in
a unified, British-governed Iraq in order to ensure such protection. Yet,
they continued to hope for a peaceful transition into Kurdish statehood,
which was not in the cards. The result was a series of general Kurdish
uprisings across northern Iraq throughout the 1920s.

British military strategy against the Kurds included coordinated
air and ground strikes. Direct attacks were employed whenever the
enemy massed together; in 1923, for example, forty-two aircraft con-
ducted a two-day bombing campaign against concentrated Kurdish
tribal forces. More often then not, however, the RAF conducted a
campaign of “interference” in order to avoid killing noncombatants.
This tactic was commonly referred to by pilots as “proscription,” a
strategy that involved

keeping the tribesmen off their farmland [in order] to touch their
pockets. . . . When a tribe was known to have misbehaved—by
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shooting some political agent, or whatever—we were sent [to] fly
over their rural area with orders to attack anything that
moved. . . . They could stop this at any moment by coming in and
agreeing to behave and pay the fines exacted by the government. If
that didn’t work, stage two was that we would be asked to go and
knock down a house or a village. . . . We would drop leaflets first
to warn them.10

One particularly noteworthy example of proscription occurred in
1922, when Barzanji refused a British request to turn himself in. The
RAF first dropped bombs in an unpopulated area close to his home
as a warning. When he still did not respond, the RAF destroyed his
home and attacked his followers. This strategy was also employed
against the Turks during their frequent forays into the Mosul prov-
ince, until a treaty was signed in 1926 ceding the area to mandatory
Iraq. As with the Kurds, the RAF usually dropped leaflets on Turkish
garrisons and outposts before attacking them.

By 1925 the results of the RAF’s efforts were clear:

[A]lthough occasional fighting continued both in the north and in
the south of Iraq, . . . the policy of air control had succeeded. Not
only that, but it had proved to be highly cost-effective. From a
peak of military spending of over twenty million pounds in 1921–
22, the cost had now fallen to less than 3.4 million pounds a year.
One result of this outcome was that the Royal Air Force retained
responsibility for the internal and external security of Iraq until the
end of the League of Nations’ mandate in October 1932.11

Although the Iraqis may not have completely agreed with this assess-
ment, they probably would have acknowledged that the RAF played
an important role in supporting the operations of the newly orga-
nized and “independent” Iraqi army.

Britain’s air control policy was nothing short of revolutionary.
New tactics and procedures were developed and documented (e.g.,
aerial resupply, airlift, aerial counterinsurgency operations), while
integrated RAF armored car companies and infantry forces proved
that effective operational coordination between air and ground units
was viable, especially when led by airmen. Moreover, air control con-
tributed to the success of Britain’s indirect mandate rule by limiting
the military’s presence in Iraq while still accomplishing British objec-
tives. The handful of British bases meant that intrusion into Iraqi
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culture was minimized; the cost in men, matériel, and money was
drastically lowered; and British public support was secured for the
long term.

An ‘Independent’ Iraqi Army

The British wanted an Iraqi army that would act as a kind of para-
military force capable of augmenting the RAF in the maintenance of
internal security. They also expected it to evolve into a force capable
of standing on its own; in fact, this was a precondition for ending the
mandate. To this end, the British convinced (some say forced) the
Iraqi government to sign a series of military treaties beginning in
1922 that institutionalized British influence on the development and
role of the Iraqi military.

Initially, the British were wary of allowing the Iraqi army to be-
come too independent or powerful, fearing a possible military coup
against the monarchy. They were also concerned that an imma-
ture Iraqi army might be defeated by rebellious tribes armed with
some of the estimated 100,000 rifles floating around the country,
thus damaging the credibility of both King Faysal I’s regime and
what most Arabs considered its British masters. Perhaps most im-
portant, the British did not want to incur additional costs—the Iraqi
military had to operate within the bounds of the Iraqi budget, with-
out any aid from British coffers, and a large force would have been
too expensive.

The Iraqis had a different take on their military and its future.
The nascent Iraqi government wanted “a strong army both as a sym-
bol and defender of national integrity, and as a bulwark for their own
authority.”12 The friction caused by these disparate motives, along
with other contextual factors, would prove to be one of the key de-
stabilizing forces in Iraq following independence.

Almost all of the roughly 600 officers who led the Iraqi army
during the 1920s and constituted its core in later years had trained
and served in the Ottoman army. Many of these men had surren-
dered or were captured by the British during World War I, then joined
the Sharifian forces and fought alongside their former British an-
tagonists. While away from Iraq, they “came into contact with the
sources of the Arab Movement, [and] they were to imbibe and to
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pass on . . . an intensity of Arab Nationalism hitherto unknown in
Iraq.”13  In addition, the majority of these men, along with their suc-
cessors who had been too young to take part in the war, shared a
similar social background, namely, Sunni Arab; middle or lower class;
educated; and ready to replace the moneyed, established Ottoman
elite. To fully appreciate the impact these men had on the govern-
ments of Iraq, consider that “nine of the fourteen premiers between
1922 and 1932 were ex-Ottoman officers, . . .  as were thirty-two of
fifty-six possible Cabinet Ministers.”14

Although most Iraqi military officers initially accepted British
power as a necessary evil, resentment of British condescension gradu-
ally spread. Iraqi soldiers “had their own professional perspective which
saw Britain restricting the growth of the army and displaying little
confidence in its capabilities.”15 Slowly but surely, nationalism began
to take hold of the Iraqi officer corps, fostered in the very military
schools and curricula that the British had established. One high-rank-
ing officer summed up this attitude: “[H]e was a Muslim, and Islam
was opposed to infidel rule; he was an Arab, and Arabism rejected
foreign armies on Arab soil; he was a soldier, and soldiers were not to
be guided by foreigners.”16

Yet, no matter how much King Faysal I, his government, or his
military leaders pushed for a larger and more capable military, the
British never acquiesced—such a force simply was not in their inter-
est. From the very beginning of the mandate, the Iraqi government
wanted to reinstate conscription, which had been practiced under
the Ottomans. The regime hoped to draft a force of 15,000–20,000
troops in order to nurture national unity and strength without in-
curring the cost of an all-volunteer force of such proportions. Despite
twelve years of Iraqi lobbying, the British kept the military’s strength
at 5,000–8,000 until just before independence, when it grew to
roughly 11,000. The British never allowed any erosion in the Iraqi
government’s dependence on them for security, because “only by safe-
guarding the interests of the Iraq Government could Britain ensure
the continuation of her own position in the country.”17

Many of the British officers serving in Iraq saw themselves as
part of a greater mission: to bring peace, stability, and even civiliza-
tion to what they perceived as an oppressed country. Hence, they
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focused on shaping the Iraqi military in their own image. Even so,
some of the Iraqi military officers of the time suggested that the Brit-
ish were self-serving and stereotypically imperial in their approach.
Moreover, when confronted with growing nationalistic resentment
and lack of appreciation from their Iraqi counterparts, many British
officers became resentful themselves, until both corps were acting
out in miniature a contest with national consequences.

When King Faysal I died in 1933, his legacy of princely dignity
and shrewd compromise went largely ignored by his uninspired son,
Ghazi. Political instability resulted, and the country degenerated into
a frenzied game of musical governments. In 1936 the Iraqi army car-
ried out the Middle East’s first military coup d’etat. Thereafter, army
officers became increasingly involved in Iraqi politics, whether in-
spired by pan-Arabic nationalist fervor, by Mustafa Kemal’s
nation-building accomplishments in Turkey, or by a desire to feather
their own nests. King Ghazi and his administration simply stood
aside as the nascent Iraqi democratic process was corrupted and bro-
ken. The leaders of the militarily incompetent Iraqi army had finally
found something that they could do well, without British help. They
became the gatekeepers to power; although they were relatively un-
interested in the day-to-day governance of the country, nothing of
significance was decided without their approval.

Three coups later, with Ghazi dead in a 1939 car accident
and his cousin acting as regent for his orphaned five-year-old son,
the world went to war once again. The regent and his government
were essentially pro-British, but the army leadership felt that the
country should side with the Axis powers. Hence, Britain was ini-
tially rebuffed when it called on the Iraqi government to honor
the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi Treaty, which stipulated, among other things,
the free movement of British troops through Iraqi territory. When
pushed in 1941 to adhere to the terms of the treaty, the Iraqi
government collapsed once again; a military coup deposed the
regent and his cabinet and established the pro-Nazi Government
of National Defense.

The British had a lot more to worry about in 1941 than diplo-
matic sparring, so they proceeded with their troop movements across
Iraq. This led to a small military contest initiated by Iraqi leaders
looking to assert their sovereignty and curry favor with Britain’s en-
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emies. Although well equipped, the Iraqi army quickly disintegrated
under the RAF’s creative use of air power. The vastly outnumbered
and outgunned British force was made up of obsolete training
aircraft, obsolete armored cars, and only a couple thousand
Assyrian Levies, but it was nevertheless able to reinstate the right-
ful Iraqi government.

Subsequently, Britain was forced to reoccupy Iraq for the dura-
tion of World War II, in part because of its own shortsighted policies
regarding the Iraqi military. For years, the British had controlled al-
most every aspect of the Iraqi army, but immediately after
independence, the Iraqis found themselves almost completely on their
own. Ironically enough, the British system of military education may
have contributed to Iraqi resentment of foreign domination, given
its encouragement of nationalism and military elitism as a means of
inculcating a spirit of patriotic service among Iraqi officers and ca-
dets. The British also introduced and helped maintain “a system of
officer selection that allowed individuals with [anti-British] back-
grounds and dispositions to attain positions from which they could
continually threaten, and finally topple, the British-Hashemite re-
gime.”18 In general, Britain seemed to ignore the flourishing of such
sentiments in the Iraqi military; once Iraq achieved independence,
the British seemed to consider their work there completed and no
longer central to their national interests.

Points to Ponder

Britain’s nation-building efforts in early-twentieth-century Iraq are
often described in pejorative tones or simply ignored. This is surpris-
ing considering the many contextual similarities between Iraq then
and now. When the British occupied Iraq during World War I, they
had no imperial designs on Mesopotamia, save preserving their re-
gional interests. Moreover, discounting technological advances, the
British Indian Army was virtually as modern in its general makeup as
the U.S. military is today. That army was thrust into the political and
civil void left behind by the defeated Turks, and “[w]hile the exten-
sion of the campaign to Baghdad and the future of the country were
being discussed in official circles, the practical problem of the ad-
ministration of the occupied areas was forced upon those in command
of the Expeditionary Force.”19 Indeed, the British military was left in
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complete command for almost five years after the war, until the League
of Nations mandate began in 1922. The direct-rule policies that it
adopted during this interim period were largely responsible for spark-
ing the revolt of 1920, which resulted in thousands of British
casualties.

Similarly, the British concept of “air control” was not far removed
from what it is today. The RAF’s tactics in Iraq were revolutionary,
and they proved extremely effective when combined operationally
with highly mobile land forces under a unified RAF command. Al-
though early-twentieth-century command and control, target
acquisition, and weapons technologies were not adequate in the face
of a revolt on the scale of 1920, they were more than sufficient to
cope with subsequent, more localized unrest. In addition, air control
significantly cut Britain’s overall costs and military presence in Iraq,
thereby minimizing the negative social and political impact of occu-
pation both at home and in Iraq.

Finally, the military’s continued role as an arbiter of power in
Iraq should be given careful consideration in the development of
policy toward a new Iraq. Under the mandate, Britain built an
Iraqi army and controlled almost every aspect of its growth, re-
sisting all major Iraqi attempts to develop it independently. Both
sides agreed that the military would play a significant role in
postmandate Iraq, but sadly, they never really discussed what this
role would be. The result was an ambitious and resentfully na-
tionalist Iraqi military. Before independent Iraq was a decade old,
repeated military coups had undermined the hopes for democracy,
and Britain was forced to reoccupy the country in order to quash a
challenge to its vital interests.

Britain’s “splendid isolation” ended with its involvement in
Iraq. For perhaps the first time in history, a major world power
willingly attempted to transform a territory it had occupied into
a sovereign state based on democratic principles. Successful or
not, this effort was “executed in the British fashion with that air
of dull routine which deprives most English revolutions of their
glamour.”20 Moreover, the British military’s policies were essen-
tial ingredients in shaping Iraq’s future, for better and for worse.
Hence, it would behoove the U.S. military to consider the British
experience.
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Conclusion:

Lessons for U.S.

Policymakers

In the planning stages of the U.S-led war against Saddam Husayn’s
regime, policymakers and military planners studied the post–World

War II occupation of Germany and Japan for lessons relevant to the
reconstruction and transformation of Iraq. Although it is natural for
Americans to draw on their own national experience for guidance
and inspiration, there is merit in studying the British experience in
Iraq as well. In addition to the numerous intriguing parallels be-
tween the British and American cases, the Iraqis are likely to view
U.S. actions through the lens of their country’s experience during
the British era. Hence, it is vital that U.S. policymakers and military
planners develop some sense of the history that preceded the current
U.S. involvement in Iraq and that could shape its outcome.

British Goals and Achievements

The British era in Iraq lasted more than four decades, from 1914 to
1958. Britain’s involvement in the country’s affairs was most intense
during World War I and the subsequent League of Nations mandate
period, though its influence endured even after Iraq achieved indepen-
dence in 1932. The British era ended with the 1958 coup that toppled
the monarchy and forced the final departure of British advisors.

Britain’s primary goal in Iraq was stability, which was necessary
in order to secure British lines of communication with India; protect
British interests in the potentially lucrative oil fields of Iran and Iraq;
and preserve the political structures that underpinned the Iraqi mon-
archy, the main conduit of British influence. Yet, stability often proved



elusive. Iraq experienced a major anti-British revolt in 1920; tribal
and nationalist uprisings in Kurdistan in 1919–20, 1923–24, 1931–
32, and 1935–36; and Shi‘i tribal rebellions in 1935–36. Moreover,
several coups followed independence, including a 1941 takeover by
pro-Nazi elements that resulted in reoccupation by British forces.
Nevertheless, Britain managed to secure its interests in Iraq for nearly
half a century, though ultimately at great cost to its long-term posi-
tion there.

British influence in Iraq never extended far beyond a small circle
that included the king, various tribal leaders, and a number of pro-
British politicians and military officers. Yet, Britain’s impact on Iraq
can still be felt today.1 On one hand, the British introduced constitu-
tional government and established the rudiments of a modern
administration, economy, and infrastructure. Moreover, during the 1920s,
the British military—particularly the Royal Air Force—may have played
a key role in holding Iraq together until it achieved independence.2

On the other hand, British policies and actions contributed to
some of the more problematic features of Iraqi politics, including the
consolidation of minority (Sunni Arab) rule; the establishment of a
strong central government that stifled Kurdish and Shi‘i aspirations;
and the involvement of the military in repression and domestic politics.
These outcomes can be attributed in part to Britain’s creation of a system
of control rather than of governance—a system in which maintaining
stability was more important than promoting democracy.3

U.S. Objectives

The United States has adopted a far more ambitious agenda than
that pursued by the British nearly a century ago. The political trans-
formation of Iraq and the region lie at the heart of the Bush
administration’s approach. After ridding the country of Saddam’s re-
gime, U.S. officials have pledged to seek a stable, unified Iraq that is
at peace with its neighbors; free of weapons of mass destruction and ties
to terrorism; and led by a broad-based, representative government that is
on the path to democracy.4 The U.S. agenda also includes leveraging
regime change in Iraq to pressure and deter Iran and Syria; to serve as a
hedge against instability in Saudi Arabia; to establish conditions condu-
cive to the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict; and to encourage political
reform throughout a region much in need of change.
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In undertaking this mission, the United States would do well to
study the British experience. The British agenda was relatively mod-
est, and major changes have occurred in Iraq, the region, and the
world since then. Nevertheless, the British era offers relevant insights
into the dynamics of Iraqi politics, the logic of foreign intervention,
and the links between regional and domestic politics in the Middle
East.

Iraqi Nationalism

Historical Background. Initially, British forces invading Mesopotamia
during World War I were greeted with indifference by much of the
Iraqi populace. Arab nationalism had not yet taken root in the Otto-
man provinces of Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul; and the British pacified
the population by improving economic conditions, paying off influ-
ential urban notables and tribal shaykhs, and governing with greater
integrity and efficiency than had the Turks.5

Iraqi attitudes changed dramatically after the war, however. Brit-
ish policies alienated many tribesmen and less prominent shaykhs
and threatened the socioeconomic status of the Shi‘i clerics of Najaf
and Karbala.6 Moreover, Britain showed no sign of leaving; in April
1920, it was assigned a League of Nations mandate over Iraq. Many
Iraqis saw this extension of British rule as a betrayal of wartime prom-
ises of independence.

The consequent suspicion and hostility reached a peak in June
1920, when demonstrations were held in Baghdad and anti-British
violence erupted in Shi‘i tribal areas of the middle and lower Euphrates
regions. Britain did not completely quell the uprising until four
months later, at the cost of 450 British killed and 1,250 wounded;
Iraqi losses numbered some 8,450 killed or wounded.7

The 1920 revolt marked a turning point in British policy toward
Iraq. A manifestation of both religious and incipient nationalist feel-
ing against the British presence, the uprising demonstrated that direct
rule was economically and politically unsustainable, and that an in-
digenous administration was needed to prepare the country for
independence. The heavy costs of the revolt also influenced the on-
going debate in Britain regarding the empire’s overseas commitments.
The result was a dramatic reduction in the British military presence
in Iraq.
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Lessons Learned. Most Iraqis would welcome regime change, but
few would take kindly to a large, open-ended U.S. presence. Iraqi
nationalism remains a potent force, and the United States must be
prepared for a wary, if not hostile, reception from the many Iraqis
who are bitter about past U.S. “betrayals” (most notably, Washington’s
failure to support the post–Gulf War uprising in 1991), about the
impact of sanctions on their country, and about U.S. policy toward
Israel and the Palestinians. Iraqis may also harbor fears about U.S.
intentions, with some believing that Washington aims to control Iraq’s
oil and others (particularly Sunni Arabs) concerned about U.S. plans
to bring democracy to the country.

To demonstrate goodwill and mitigate Iraqi mistrust, the United
States should pursue the following objectives as soon as is feasible:

• initiate humanitarian assistance and reconstruction;
• minimize the U.S. military footprint;
• involve Iraqis in governance;
• show that Iraq’s oil is being used to benefit Iraqis; and
• leave Iraq once U.S. goals are met.

The main challenge for the United States will be remaining in Iraq
long enough to achieve significant and lasting benefits without over-
staying its welcome by stoking anti-American sentiment. In practical
terms, this means that U.S. objectives should be realistic and attain-
able within a relatively short timeframe—perhaps twelve to eighteen
months, though preparations should be made to stay longer if condi-
tions permit.

Loosening the Grip of the Iraqi State

Historical Background. During World War I, Britain made Baghdad
the seat of its civil administration in Iraq, unifying three former Ot-
toman provinces that had not previously formed a coherent political
or socioeconomic unit. The monarchy reinforced this tendency toward
centralization, believing that only a strong government and a powerful
military could hold the country’s diverse population together.

The largely Sunni Arab ruling elite also looked to Arab national-
ism as a means of unifying Iraqis under a single ideology and forging
a new national identity. The Kurds and Shi‘is, however, saw these
efforts as the elite’s attempt to impose its hegemony, resulting in fre-
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quent bouts of unrest in the largely Kurdish north and Shi‘i south.
Indeed, these centralizing policies paved the way for the authoritar-
ian military regimes that controlled Iraq after 1958 and for the
totalitarian rule of the civilian Ba‘ath after 1968.

Lessons Learned. The United States will need to encourage the
decentralization of political power in post-Saddam Iraq in order to
prevent a return to authoritarian rule. From the outset, U.S. military
and civil officials should bolster the surviving administrative machin-
ery in the various provinces of Iraq (after purging them of regime
loyalists) in order to reduce the influence of Baghdad; create the po-
litical space necessary for the emergence of local participatory
government; and, perhaps, lay the groundwork for a federal political
structure in a new Iraq.

From Minority Rule to Power Sharing

Historical Background. When the British set out to create an indig-
enous government in Iraq following the 1920 revolt, they leaned
heavily on the largely Sunni Arab elite that had administered the
country under Ottoman rule. The British believed that only this
group had the necessary skills and experience to run the country.8

They also believed that tribal Kurds and Shi‘is would resist the
creation of a strong central government, given the Kurdish rebel-
lion of 1919 and the major role that Shi‘i clerics and tribes had
played in the 1920 revolt.

Although Britain’s interests may have been well served by a mi-
nority-led government dependent on British support for its survival,
minority rule turned out to be a recipe for instability and conflict
between the central government and the Kurds and Shi‘is.

Under the monarchy, the government functioned as a “close oli-
garchy” of 200–300 individuals, mainly urban notables, military
officers, and tribal shaykhs.9 Most were urban Sunni Arabs, with a
few Kurds, Shi‘is, Christians, and Jews playing bit parts (although
Shi‘is and Jews played dominant roles in certain sectors of the
economy). The overwhelming majority of Iraqis were thus effectively
shut out of politics, establishing a pattern of exclusion that survives
to this day.

Lessons Learned. To break the nexus between minority rule on
the one hand and instability and repression on the other, the United
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States should help Iraqis create a broad-based post-Saddam govern-
ment that incorporates representatives of all major ethnic and religious
groups, upholds the principles of participation and power sharing,
and safeguards minority rights. Although such a reconfiguration in
the balance of power would solve some of Iraq’s problems, it would
also create new challenges for the United States.

For instance, Washington will need to reassure Sunni Arabs that
the removal of Tikritis (i.e., individuals from Saddam Husayn’s home-
town) and their allies from the government and military will not
presage the disenfranchisement of the entire Sunni community. Even
as the United States purges regime loyalists from the post-Saddam
administration, it should cultivate and support those Sunnis who do
not have strong ties to the old regime.

At the same time, Washington must help the Shi‘is make tan-
gible progress toward achieving political influence commensurate with
their demographic weight, lest they become alienated from the post-
Saddam government and receptive to the entreaties of extremist groups
or Tehran. Similarly, the Kurds must be persuaded to participate in
the new central government in order to bolster the regime’s legiti-
macy and avoid creating the impression that Kurdish autonomy within
Iraq will be a stepping stone to a separate Kurdish state. Finally, the
United States must identify and cultivate a new generation of mod-
erate leaders (both secular and religious) who are willing to play by
democratic rules.

‘Outsiders,’ ‘Insiders,’ and the Challenge of

New Leadership

Historical Background. One of Britain’s main challenges was finding
an individual of sufficient stature and widespread appeal to serve as
head of the new Iraqi state. At the Cairo Conference in March 1921,
the British opted to install a foreigner—Faysal ibn Husayn, son of
the Sharif of Mecca—on the throne of Iraq. Faysal’s emergence as the
candidate of choice was due to several factors:

• Britain’s desire to repay his family’s wartime service and com-
pensate him for the loss of his Arab Kingdom of Syria at the
hands of the French in July 1920;

• his reputation as a genuine Arab war hero;
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• his status as an “outsider” who was not associated with any
Iraqi faction or region;

• his standing among the former Ottoman military officers
and officials who had served with him in Damascus and
who would soon form the backbone of the new administra-
tion in Iraq; and

• his status as a sayyid (descendant of the Prophet Muhammad),
which made him acceptable to some Shi‘is.10

Although dependent on the British for survival, King Faysal I chal-
lenged them on key issues (e.g., by pushing for Iraqi independence
and military conscription) out of personal conviction as well as po-
litical expediency. His less-adroit successors made similar efforts to
distance themselves from their foreign patrons. Nevertheless, the royal
family’s British connection earned them the enmity of many Iraqis
and ultimately sealed their fate.

Lessons Learned. The United States should let the Iraqi people
choose their own leaders, avoiding the perception that it is imposing
its preferred candidates. At the same time, it should not hesitate to
help Iraqis form a transitional government or establish new civil so-
ciety institutions and structures; in fact, U.S. advice on such matters
may prove critical. Moreover, “outsider” status should not be an ob-
stacle to high office in a post-Saddam Iraq if the individual in question
has ample qualifications, can forge strong ties with well-positioned
“insiders,” and can work with Washington without becoming too
closely identified with U.S. positions or policies.

The Tribal Temptation

Historical Background. During the period of direct rule, the British
sought security and stability in the countryside through alliances with
tribal shaykhs. At the time, the tribes were heavily armed and nu-
merous (some three-quarters of the population lived in tribal areas),
constituting the most powerful element in Iraqi society. Yet, govern-
ment-supported shaykhs often abused their newfound authority (e.g.,
by imposing burdensome taxes on their tribesmen). Hence, although
this policy may have ensured short-term stability, it earned the Brit-
ish the enduring hostility of the tribesmen and contributed to the
1920 revolt and subsequent uprisings.
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Lessons Learned. The United States might be tempted to strike
alliances with congenial tribal shaykhs in order to stabilize the post-
war countryside (though it is unclear how much real authority these
shaykhs possess). Such alliances may help accomplish short-term se-
curity objectives, but they could also jeopardize long-term U.S. goals
by undermining the authority of the post-Saddam government and
reinforcing values and forms of social organization that are inimical
to the emergence of pluralistic, representative government.11

In any event, if the United States seeks alliances with shaykhs, it
should impose curbs on their arbitrary exercise of authority and fa-
cilitate the formation of institutions whose membership cuts across
tribal boundaries. Such measures may help prevent the retribalization
of Iraqi society, a trend that has been encouraged by Saddam Husayn.

Building Democracy

Historical Background. During the mandate period, Britain created
the trappings of democratic government in Iraq, with a king, a coun-
cil of ministers, and a parliament whose roles were defined by a
constitution. In practice, however, this system primarily served the
narrow interests of the British, the king, and the small circle of men
who dominated Iraqi politics prior to and after independence.

Due to the absence of strong governmental institutions, politics
during the monarchy were highly personalized. King Faysal I often
played a role in the formation and dissolution of governments, im-
pinging on the prerogatives of parliament and exceeding the broad
powers granted to him by the constitution. Both the crown and the
British sought to influence the outcome of parliamentary elections
in order to secure positions for their preferred candidates. Moreover,
many of those who served in parliament did so out of a desire for
personal gain, not out of a commitment to public service.

Eventually, democracy came to be discredited in the eyes of many
Iraqis because of political corruption, British meddling, and the
government’s failure to respond to their needs. During the reign of
Faysal’s son and immediate successor, King Ghazi, military coups
became the primary means by which governments were changed,
setting the stage for the eventual overthrow of the monarchy in 1958.

Lessons Learned. After three decades of totalitarian Ba‘ath rule,
the Iraqi people may be ready to take the first steps toward establish-



Lessons for U.S. Policymakers • 75

ing a functioning democracy. The British experience offers a number
of relevant lessons:

• Although the United States can help Iraqis create a transitional
administration and establish democratic structures and insti-
tutions, it must avoid the appearance of meddling in Iraqi
politics. If democracy is to take root, it must be built primarily
by Iraqis, in response to specific Iraqi conditions and needs.

• The establishment of democratic structures alone is insuffi-
cient to produce democratic processes or outcomes. The Iraqis
must also create civil society institutions and strengthen basic
freedoms, which are essential preconditions for building de-
mocracy. In addition, they must devote significant effort toward
preventing corruption by fostering transparency, accountabil-
ity, and the rule of law.

• The military could pose the greatest long-term threat to de-
mocracy in Iraq. In this context, the depoliticization of the
officer corps may be Sadddam’s sole positive legacy; failure to
preserve this accomplishment or obtain the military’s commit-
ment to uphold and defend a new Iraqi constitution could
doom attempts to build a functioning democracy in Iraq.

Getting the Military Out of Internal Security

. . . and Keeping It Out of Politics

Historical Background. Following the 1920 revolt, Britain dramati-
cally curtailed its military presence in Iraq as part of a larger effort to
cut expenses and scale down its overseas commitments. Responsibil-
ity for internal security was handed to the Royal Air Force and the
Iraqi Levies (a British-led force of approximately 4,000 soldiers, most
of whom were Assyrian).12

The British insisted that the Iraqi army be kept small so that it
would not threaten their position in Iraq. For its part, the Iraqi gov-
ernment wanted a strong army with which to impose its will on
recalcitrant Kurds and Shi‘is, strengthen its hand vis-à-vis Britain,
and bolster the process of nation building. This issue was a major
point of contention for Britain and Iraq throughout the mandate
period.13 Between 1921 and 1932, the army grew from 3,500 to
11,500 troops, but it was still smaller than many Iraqi officers and
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politicians would have liked.14 Following independence, the army
nearly quadrupled in size, expanding to 43,000 troops by 1941.15

This growth occurred at a time when Britain’s ability (and, perhaps,
its inclination) to influence the selection and training of new Iraqi
officers was greatly diminished.16

The premature death of King Faysal I in 1933 and the ascension
of his inexperienced and politically inept son opened the field to
civilian politicians who sought to turn the armed forces into an in-
strument of control and a weapon against political rivals. The military
soon became engaged in repressing minorities and the regime’s tribal
opponents, beginning with the massacre of Assyrians in 1933 and
the quashing of Kurdish and Shi‘i tribal uprisings in 1935–36.

Such measures exacerbated tensions in Iraqi society and confirmed
the perception shared by many Kurds and Shi‘is that the military was
an instrument of Sunni Arab domination. At the same time, the of-
ficers who led these military actions became heroes in the eyes of
certain Iraqis. With the added encouragement of civilian politicians,
the officer corps came to view itself as a legitimate political actor.
This set the stage for the series of coups that plagued Iraq between
1936 and 1941.

Lessons Learned. In order to ensure a stable, peaceful post-Saddam
Iraq, several constraints will need to be placed on the Iraqi military.
These include:

• barring the military from all internal security responsibilities;
• creating an apolitical, professional officer corps;
• placing legal curbs on political recruitment and ideological

indoctrination within the military; and
• erecting normative and constitutional barriers to military in-

tervention in politics.

Moreover, the United States must avoid using Iraqi military units
that defect or surrender as a stabilization force in the aftermath of
regime change. Such a step could alienate the Iraqi people, who might
see it as presaging a return to authoritarian rule and a betrayal of
U.S. promises of democracy. It could also create the impression
that internal security is an appropriate mission for the Iraqi mili-
tary. Therefore, coalition or other international forces should be
used to ensure both internal and external security until a reformed
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Iraqi police force and a reconstituted military can assume their
respective missions.

The United States must also confront the challenge of reeducat-
ing Iraq’s officer corps and reorganizing the military. Because such
measures are crucial to the stability and survival of a post-Saddam
government, they should be undertaken sooner rather than later, while
the United States has maximum leverage, even if they create resent-
ment among some Iraqis.

The Impact of Regional and International

Developments

Historical Background. Even in the 1920s and 1930s—long before
the advent of satellite television and the internet—regional and in-
ternational developments had a significant impact on Iraqi attitudes
toward British policy. Britain’s wartime promises to the Arabs, Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, and the formation of the
League of Nations all raised Iraqi expectations of independence, mak-
ing direct British rule over Iraq unsustainable. Moreover, Britain’s
support for a Jewish national home in Palestine, its unsuccessful at-
tempts to manage the conflict between Arabs and Zionists, and—in
particular—the outbreak of the 1936–39 Arab revolt in Palestine
stoked anti-British sentiment in Iraq and complicated Anglo-Iraqi
relations.

Lessons Learned. Postwar Iraqi attitudes toward the United States
will be affected by developments elsewhere in the region. Growing
anti-Americanism, U.S. policy toward the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
and the U.S.-led war on terrorism may be particularly influential.
For example, continuing Israeli-Palestinian violence could offset any
goodwill generated by U.S. humanitarian assistance and reconstruc-
tion in Iraq. Hence, Washington must show those in the region that
it is making an effort to address and resolve the conflict. Moreover,
al-Qaeda terrorist attacks against U.S. interests elsewhere could
embolden Iraqis who oppose the U.S. presence in their country. And
should the United States target Hizballah in a future phase of the war
on terror, factions of the Iraqi Shi‘i Dawa Party with longstanding
ties to the Lebanon-based organization might respond by targeting
U.S. personnel or interests in Iraq.



78 • Michael Eisenstadt

The Limits of Power and the Dangers of

Overreach

The British experience in Iraq serves as a cautionary tale for U.S.
policymakers. World War I left the British public weary, government
coffers drained, and faith in Britain’s imperial mission undermined.
Although the public was in no mood for costly new commitments in
the Middle East, many British officials nevertheless believed that they
would be able to

re-shape the region in line with European political interests, ideas,
and ideals. . . . [T]he British government had arrived at a compro-
mise with British society, by the terms of which Britain could as-
sert her mastery in the Middle East so long as she could do so at
little cost. To British officials who underestimated the difficulties
Britain would encounter in governing the region—who, indeed,
had no conception of the magnitude of what they had undertaken—
that meant Britain was in the Middle East to stay. In retrospect,
however, it was an early indication that Britain was likely to leave.17

The United States might encounter similar problems in translating
vision into reality. Already, ill portents abound regarding the pros-
pects for the Bush administration’s agenda in Iraq. The U.S. economy
is faltering, the depth of domestic support for intervention is uncer-
tain, and international opposition is strong. New phases in the war
on terror and renewed proliferation concerns in Iran and North Ko-
rea loom on the horizon, while a lack of bipartisan support raises
questions about the sustainability of the administration’s plans in Iraq
should the intervention bog down or the next election change the
occupant of the White House. Such problems could make it difficult
to maintain the focus required to sustain a major, long-term com-
mitment to the reconstruction and transformation of Iraq.

Iraqis and other Middle Easterners continue to live with the legacy
of decisions made by Britain eighty years ago. Similarly, decisions
currently being made in Washington could affect the peoples of the
region for decades to come. The stakes are high, the challenges in
Iraq are formidable, and the domestic, regional, and international
environment is inhospitable. As U.S. policymakers navigate the chal-
lenges ahead, one can only hope that they will be guided by wisdom,
insight—and a solid grasp of history.
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Appendix

Significant Dates in the

British Iraq Experience

November 6, 1914—The British Indian Expeditionary Force lands
near Basra to protect oil fields in Persia. By November 22, Basra
province is secured.

March 11, 1917—The British Indian Army, under the command of
Lt. Gen. Sir Frederick Stanley Maude, captures Baghdad from Otto-
man forces.

November 2, 1917—British foreign secretary Arthur James Balfour
sends a letter (later dubbed the Balfour Declaration) to Lord
Rothschild, president of the British Zionist Federation, expressing
the government’s support for a Jewish national home in Palestine.
Such support will later contribute to anti-British sentiment among
increasingly nationalistic Iraqis during the late 1930s.

October 31, 1918—The Armistice of Mudros officially ends hostili-
ties between British and Ottoman forces in Mesopotamia. On
November 7, however, the British occupy the city of Mosul and es-
tablish the northern border of the Mosul province as the armistice
line. This line eventually becomes the northern border of modern Iraq
following a June 5, 1926, treaty between Britain, Turkey, and Iraq.

November 11, 1918—World War I ends.

June 1919—The first Kurdish revolt against the British is suppressed
through a combined air and land campaign. Subsequent Kurdish bids
for independence in 1923–24 and 1931 are quickly suppressed as
well.
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April 1920—At the San Remo Conference, the League of Nations
allocates mandates over Middle Eastern territories, giving Britain the
task of preparing Iraq for independence.

June 1920—Sparked by the announcement of the mandate, the
“Great Iraqi Revolution” is launched against the British, marked by
unprecedented cooperation between Iraqi Sunnis and Shi‘is. The re-
volt is completely suppressed by December, at great cost to both the
British and the Iraqis.

October 26, 1920—A provisional Iraqi government is formed un-
der the universally respected Naqib of Baghdad, Abd al-Rahman
al-Gailani. Minister of Defense Ja‘far al-Askari, an ex-Ottoman, ex-
Sharifian general, begins to form a national army.

January 6, 1921—The Iraqi army is officially established.

March 1921—At the Cairo Conference, Faysal ibn Husayn is cho-
sen as the first king of Iraq, and the British agree to gradual
disengagement while retaining influence through treaties and the use
of “air control.”

August 23, 1921—Coronation of King Faysal I.

October 10, 1922—The Iraqi government signs the first Anglo-Iraqi
Treaty, formally accepting Britain as the mandatory power but limit-
ing its tenure to four years. In 1926, however, the League of Nations
stipulates a twenty-five-year mandatory period. Subsequent Anglo-
Iraqi Treaties (1924, 1927, and 1930) seek to reduce British
responsibility while maintaining influence.

March 1925—The first Iraqi constitution enters into force.

October 15, 1927—Iraq’s first substantial oil well is established north
of Kirkuk. The discovery of oil in Iraq is not a surprise—the British-
owned Turkish Petroleum Company and the Ottoman government
had begun negotiations for oil concessions before World War I. Oil
also played an important role in both the 1920 San Remo Confer-
ence and the 1926 Anglo-Turkish-Iraqi treaty. Iraq’s first oil pipeline
was completed in 1934, after which oil became one of the country’s
major exports.
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October 1932—The mandate ends as Iraq achieves independence
and gains entry into the League of Nations.

August 1933—The Iraqi army, led by General Bakr Sidqi, ruth-
lessly puts down an Assyrian bid for autonomy. Given the
Assyrians’ traditionally close military association with the Brit-
ish, the massacre dramatically increases both Sidqi’s popularity
and that of the army.

September 7, 1933—King Faysal I dies in Geneva and is succeeded
by his son, Ghazi.

January 1934—The Conscription Law is passed, sparking tribal up-
risings throughout the country, including the Kurdish north; the
uprisings continue through 1936.

October 1936—General Bakr Sidqi leads a military coup (the first
in the Middle East) against the Iraqi government, firmly establishing
the army as the arbiter of power in Iraq.

April 3, 1939—King Ghazi dies in an automobile accident and is
succeeded by his son, Faysal II. Because King Faysal II is only three
years old at the time of his ascension, a regent is appointed—Prince
Abd al-Ilah, a moderate and capable politician who sees Britain as
the guarantor of the Hashemite dynasty.

September 1939—World War II begins.

April 1941—A coup led by Rashid Ali al-Gailani replaces the regent
with a pro-Axis government. Open conflict with the British erupts
when the new government rejects the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi Treaty and
threatens the British airbase at Habbaniyya. The British quickly de-
feat the Iraqi forces, reoccupy the country, and reinstate the regent;
the occupation continues until the end of World War II, with the
pro-British Iraqi government cracking down on any opposition.

May 1945—World War II ends in Europe.

October 1945—The Iraqi military defeats a confederation of Kurdish
tribes after a hard-fought campaign for Kurdish independence, re-
viving the army’s popularity and political power.
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January 15, 1948—A new Anglo-Iraqi Treaty is signed in Portsmouth
promising the eventual withdrawal of all British forces from Iraq.
The treaty sparks massive Iraqi demonstrations, however, because it
proposes to extend British influence over Iraq for another twenty-
five years.

May 1948—The Portsmouth Treaty is renounced against the back-
drop of the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, in which more than 20,000 Iraqi
soldiers fight. The British presence in Iraq is formally ended with the
signing of the February 1955 Baghdad Pact, although some limited
political, economic, and military influence is retained.

July 14, 1958—A military coup overthrows the monarchy, dissolves
the parliament, and effaces the last vestiges of British influence.


