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The year 1949 had been for Iraq one of political decline and uncertainty. Unbalanced budgets, 
declining production, unemployment, and dominating this dismal, the terrible shock of the lost 
Palestinian war. Frustration and unrest mushroomed in Iraq, especially in Baghdad. Other grievances 
included lack of full independence from Great Britain, political corruption, nationalization of oil in 
Iran and the new fifty-fifty profit-sharing arrangement in Saudi Arabia, as well as the high cost of 
living. The Iraq Petroleum Company eventually decided to increase the royalties, but this had not 
brought contentment to Iraq. Riots broke out in Baghdad in November 1952 and the regent decided 
to solve the problem by an unconstitutional coup, by inviting the army to rule.

The results of the Palestinian war were received by an angry reaction in the 
Arab world. In Iraq all the political parties accused Britain of the disaster and 
called for breaking of the relations with her and ending of the treaty of alliance of 
1930. The press stressed that the main reason for the Arab defeat in Palestine was 
the British refusal to supply them with arms and equipment.1 The British interests 
in Iraq were in jeopardy. The British employees in Iraq began to worry that the 
events in Palestine would turn the Iraqi army against the regime2 and that as a 
result of the defeat of the palace and the ruling elite in January 1948 (al-watba) 
they both were creating a bloc standing against the political parties and anti-re
gime forces. These forces were more hostile towards the British, and the anti- 
British hostility which dominated the activity of the parties passed over to the 
ranks of the army, where the soldiers openly grumbled against Britain and ac
cused her for the outcome of the war. There was a firm resolution to get rid of the 
British presence and the ruling regime in Baghdad. Some army units in the capital

1 FO 371/68350 Mack (Baghdad) to Bevin, 13. 7. 1948.
2 FO 371/75127 G. C. Littler to Chargé ď  Affaires in the British Embassy in Baghdad, 26. 8. 
1948.

166



and the camps in its outskirts felt injustice and pain of what happened and they 
were overcome with despair that they were not able to get rid of the regime once 
for all. But they could pave the way to achieve their aims by causing a popular 
uprising, which would show biting enmity towards the government and the West 
in general.3

On 6 January 1949 NūrI as-Sacīd summoned for the tenth time to his traditional 
role as prime minister of Iraq, and because of the martial law declared on 14 May 
1948 due to the outbreak of war in Palestine,4 he could impose a really “black 
regime”. With the regent’s invitation to form a government he received specific 
instructions to save the situation in Palestine in accordance with a resolution passed 
by the parliament on 28 November 1948 to that effect. Faced by a developing 
crisis on the streets of Baghdad, cast in the role of authoritarian “strong man” of 
Iraqi politics, he turned his attention to the problems of disorder with his char
acteristic ruthlessness. To deal with the mass discontent with the existing condi
tions in the country, he used the certified method, anti-communist demagogy: he 
accused the communists of causing all the existing evils. He had the imprisoned 
communist leaders of the Iraqi Communist Party brought to trial again. The four 
principal leaders, including the secretary general Yüsuf Salman Yüsuf, called Fahd, 
were charged of secretly corresponding with the communists from prison, were 
sentenced to death and hanged in public in Baghdad on 14 February 1949; the 
communist movement in Iraq was now deprived of its best organizers.5 But the 
official belief that it would be possible to stamp out communism by mere repres
sion proved to be mistaken; the ensuing lull in communist activities lasted exactly 
one year. And then the party emerged once again, larger than ever. Now it had the 
additional advantage of being able to boast of martyrs who had given their lives in 
the struggle against an extremely reactionary regime that was bitterly hated by the 
great majority of the intelligentsia and by the politically conscious and active 
elements in the country generally. Up to 1948 the communists in Iraq had had 
great difficulty in becoming a mass party and in being accepted as part of the 
national movement. After 1949 most of these obstacles had been removed -  ironi
cally enough by the very action of the government. The Baghdad government 
reported that everything was under control. Everything was indeed under control 
-  on the surface. But below the surface communism continued to make headway 
under conditions which were more difficult, perhaps, but which were in the long 
run more favourable to its success.6 The regime answered the protest demonstra
tions by mass arrests, pursuing a twofold aim: to frighten anti-imperialist forces in 
the country and to blunt the leftist arguments by accusing the communists of lack 
of patriotism.7

3 FO 371/68642 and FO 371/75127 Baghdad to Foreign Office, 10. 10. 1948 and 21. 1. 1949.
4 Al-HasanI, as-Sayyid cAbdarrazzāq: Tārīkh al-wizārāt al-cirāqlya (History of the Iraqi Gov
ernments). Vol VII, (7th ed.), Baghdad 1988, pp. 303 -  304.
5 Tripp, Charles: A History of Iraq. Cambridge University Press 2000, p. 124.
6 Laqueur, Walter Z.: Communism and Nationalism in the Middle East. London, Routledge 
and Kegan Paul 1957, p. 194.
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In answer to the question why the communists in Iraq survived in spite of 
extreme measures against their activities, it must be said at the outset that the 
arrest of leaders by no means nipped the movement in the bud. The corruption 
among a wide circle of the former rulers of Iraq and the failure of the nationalists 
to organize themselves as an enlightened group ready to replace the leaders of the 
former regime gave the communists the opportunity to dominate the scene by 
exploiting past grievances. The communists presented themselves as ardent na
tionalists who advocated the principles of nationalism, democracy, and socialism. 
This appeal made a great impression on the public, the intellectuals and the masses 
alike. Although many Iraqis had certain mental reservations about leftist ideas, 
they saw in the adoption of moderate socialist measures a corrective to the present 
social order, in which feudalism still survived and the disparity between rich and 
poor was widening.8

*  *  *

After the withdrawal of Iraqi troops from Palestine, where they fought with 
Jordan’s Arab Legion on the central front, north and west of Jerusalem and silenc
ing the opposition, Nūrī as-SaTd embarked upon solving the worsening economic 
situation. During the summer of 1949 he successfully averted the threatening dan
ger and a period of apparent tranquility begun. In the summer of 1949 Nur! as-SaTd 
to secure further his position presented a draft of a “national charter” a manifesto 
in which he spoke of the desirability of setting up a one-party state in Iraq. On the 
basis of the solidarity allegedly created by this unified position, the party would 
devote itself to the real tasks of politics. Under the charter he intended to unite the 
activities of all political parties except the communists. The charter stressed the 
necessity of observance of the constitution and laws, protection of the rights of 
farmers, workers and artisans, the demand for support for irrigation projects and 
industry on the basis of local resources, the struggle against corruption, Zionism 
and communism and championing of co-operation between the Arab states through 
supporting for the Arab League.9 As the National Democratic Party (al-Hizb al- 
watanl ad-dīmuqrātī) and the Liberal Party (Hizb ai-ahrār) in the last period of the 
government of Hamdl al-Pāchachī suspended their activities, Nūrī as-SaTd at the 
end of August 1949 tried to enlist the cooperation of the Independence party (Hizb 
al-istiqlāl). However, the leaders of that party received his proposal with reserva
tions: they annexed ammendments to every article and so de facto  politely refused 
to cooperate. The liberal opposition too became stronger when Dr. Sami Shawkat, 
a former supporter of Nūrī as-SaTd, organized the Reform Party (Hizb al-islah).10

7 Paloncy, Evžen: Irák. Praha, Nakladatelství politické literatury 1964, p. 50.
8 Khadduri, Majid: Independent Iraq 1932 -  1958. A Study in Iraqi Politics. London, Oxford 
University Press 1960, p. 363.
9 Al-HasanI, op. cit., Vol VIII, pp. 96 -  97.
10 Ibid., p. 110.
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The British saw that the hardest criticism was coming from the National Demo
cratic Party though it had no relations with the communists, but they felt that their 
most serious enemy was the Independence Party (Hizb al-istiqlāl). They could 
not forget the past of the members of this party which had supported Rashid cAlI 
al-KaylānI in 1941. The British were afraid that this party would once again sup
port the communists, if it afforded an opportunity to drive them out of the coun
try.11 The dispatch sent by John Philby to London from Saudi Arabia in March 
1948, attracted the interest of the British politicians. He pointed out that Rashid 
cAlI al-Kaylänl had become a British partisan as he was the only man who pro
tected the Iraqi space from the communists.12 However, the Foreign Office did 
not take his opinion into consideration, because it was afraid that when permitted 
to return to Baghdad, al-Kaylānī would possibly organize a coup against the re
gime.13

The British embassy in Baghdad had urged its Iraqi allies not to ignore the 
educated young men especially in the towns, but to try to win them over and 
strengthen the bonds with them with a view to gaining new educated politicians 
sympathetic to the Iraqi-British alliance apart from the traditional British friends 
among the society and tribal leaders. The first two politicians who adopted this 
policy were Nūrī as-SaTd and Sälih Jabr.14 After the unsuccessful attempt to win 
the Independence Party for collaboration in implementation of the charter, at the 
end of November 1949 Nūrī as-SaTd turned to Sälih Jabr and they together formed 
the Constitutional Union Party (Hizb al-ittihād ad-dustūrl) comprising members 
of the old and younger generation. The most prominent personalities who became 
members of the party were Mūsā Shäbandar, Muhammad cAlI Mahmüd, 
cAbdalwahhäb Marjän, Jamil al-Urfall and Khalil Kinna.15 A number of indepen
dent members of parliament joined the party as well as many deputies from the 
tribal chieftains who in the parliament usually voted for any government which 
was in office and had the regent’s complete confidence.16

The Constitutional Union Party was a party of Iraqi feudals, high-ranking of
ficers and other conservative elements. It was not a real political party but more a 
parliamentary bloc united around Nūrī as-SacId. This organization incorporated 
not simply the clients and followers of both Nūrī as-SacId and Sälih Jabr, but also 
most of the tribal shaykhs in the parliamentary bloc who had hitherto been at
tached to the Regent. Thus Nūrī as-SacId managed to cement his support in parlia
ment and extended his already wide network of patronage into areas previously 
dominated by his political allies. The party programme was very vague, anti-

11 FO 371/68447 Minute by Walker, 26. 2. 1948.
12 FO 371/68447 British Embassy Jedda to Bevin, 4. 4. 1948.
13 FO 371/68447 Foreign Office to Jedda, 10. 4. 1948.
14 FO 371/68447 Minute by Walker, 26. 2. 1948.
15 Al-Hasanl, op. cit., Vol VIII, p. 117.
16 Al-Windäwí, M u’ayyad Ibrählm: Al-Trāq fí at-taqārlr as-sanawīya li as-sifara al-brītānlya, 
1944 -  1958. (Iraq in the Yearly Reports of the British Embassy). Baghdad 1992, p. 113.
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communistic, but it mentioned the necessity of revision of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty 
of 1930.17

On 30 March 1949, the first of a series of postwar military coups took place in 
Syria, caused partly by domestic politics, partly by unrest in the wake of the Pal
estine defeat. The coup initiated a period of instability, and the struggle for Syria 
began in earnest. The regent viewed this situation as a golden opportunity; it re
vived his long cherished hope of a kingdom or possibly a vice-royalty for himself 
in Damascus. From the moment the new military government came to power, the 
regent worked quietly but assiduously on a scheme for a Syrian-Iraqi union in 
which he would have a place. Although Nūrī as-SaTd had begun his career as an 
Arab nationalist, he did not share the regent’s enthusiasm and he was by this time 
far more interested in Iraqi problems than in pan-Arab unity so he did not consider 
wise to throw money down the drain for doubtful Syrian projects. To propitiate 
the regent, he nevertheless made some halfhearted attempts at a unity agreement 
in the spring of 1949.

Towards the end of 1949 when Syro-Iraqi negotiations about merger were in 
full swing, the Syrian politicians hinted to the regent that the unpopularity of Nur! 
as-SaTd in Syria could jeopardize the success of the plan.18 The regent’s interest 
in Syria was growing in direct proportionality with the forthcoming age of major
ity of Fajsal II, because he wanted to assume an adequate alternative position.19 
For that reason Nūrī as-SaTd tendered his resignation to the regent on 5 Novem
ber, stating that he had accomplished the purposes for which he had formed his 
government. His resignation, however, which was mainly due to differences among 
the members of his cabinet on inter-Arab affairs, was not accepted by the regent 
who asked him to withdraw it on 19 November. When parliament convened on 1 
December Nūrī as-SaTd again asked the regent to relieve him of the responsibility 
of authority and, after ascertaining that cAlI Jawdat al-Ayyūbī would form a new 
government, his resignation was accepted on 10 December.

On 12 December 1949 a new cabinet was formed by cAlI Jawdat al-AyyūbI, 
who was more amenable to carrying out the regent’s wishes. He sought the co
operation of Muzähim al-Pāchachī, who served both as deputy-premier and for
eign minister. The government was formed in response to certain nationalist circles 
in Syria who desired to cement the relations between the two countries as a step 
toward the creation of a Fertile Crescent Union. However, the coup of AdTb 
ash-Shlshakli in Syria on 19 December proved to be not in favour of the merger. 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia, who opposed the extension of HashimJrule to Syria, also 
opposed the scheme. Thereupon Muzähim al-PāchachI went to Egypt to discuss 
the Syrian situation. He was persuaded by the Egyptians that meddling in the 
domestic affairs of Syria was likely to produce internal instability and reaction

17 Ibid., p. 119.
18 Seale, Patrick: The Struggle for Syria. A Study of Post-War Arab Politics, 1945 -  1958. 
London, Oxford University Press 1965, pp. 8 2 - 8 3 .
19 Marr, Phebe: The Modem History of Iraq. Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press 1985, p. 95.
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against the general scheme of Arab unity. It was argued that both Egypt and Iraq 
should abstain from any intervention in the internal affairs of Syria for at least five 
years until the situation returned to normal. On 30 January 1950 Muzähim 
al-PāchachI and his Egyptian counterpart Muhammad Salahaddln signed in Cairo 
a draft agreement to this effect. News of the draft agreement had already reached 
Baghdad and upon the deputy premier’s return a meeting was called by the regent 
to which the members of the cabinet were invited. Some ministers complained 
that they had not known the purpose of the visit to Egypt. Not only was the agree
ment repudiated by the ministers, but it was also opposed by the Independence 
Party and other nationalist circles who aspired to achieve Syro-Iraqi unity. What
ever they felt about the question of union with Syria, they saw the move as an 
abject submission of Iraqi foreign policy to the will of Egypt. The regent was so 
dismayed that he gave cAlI Jawdat al-Ayyubl to understand that he should resign.

Consequently Tawfiq as-Suwaydl was appointed prime minister on 5 February 
1950 and his task was to improve the relations with the other Arab states, since 
cAlī Jawdat al-Ayyübl’s resignation had created an unfavourable reaction in those 
countries.20 In many respects this signalled the return of NūrI as-Sacīd: he re
mained in a good position to offer Tawfiq as-Suwaydl his support and that of his 
party in parliament -  as well as to replace him should the occasion arise. On 2 
March the minister of the interior, Salih Jabr, introduced to parliament a draft law 
by virtue of which Iraqi Jews would be permitted to leave the country if they gave 
up their nationality. The government was prompted to take this measure owing to 
a mass exodus of Iraqi Jews by illegal means. The law was accepted against oppo
sition as an emergency measure. The government’s action sought to put an end to 
an internal problem by giving the Jewish community the choice between remain
ing as loyal subjects or emigrating to Israel.

Two other important projects had been initiated by the government, namely 
the enactment of a law for the establishment of a “development board” on 11 
April 1950 and the initial negotiations for new oil agreements. The development 
programme had to be the regime’s answer to social and political unrest. In gen
eral, it was designed to accelerate modernization and to address the problems of 
backwardness. Hence, the emphasis was put on long-term investment in the 
country’s natural resources and development of infrastructure. Funds were also 
spent on social services such as health and education, but these had lower priority. 
The development board had to administer the programme and it was given a status 
independent of the government. But this government also failed to advance in 
solution of the ripe social problems and inner discord between Tawfiq as-Suwaydl 
and Salih Jabr on a tribal matter, led to its retreat in mid-September 1950.

In any case, the British were convinced that Iraq needed a change and they 
themselves must take part in calming down the situation. The result depended on 
the success of their policy in Iraq and for that reason British pressure on Iraqi

20 Khadduri, Majid: Independent Iraq 1932 -  1958. A Study in Iraqi Politics. London, Oxford 
University Press 1960, p. 274.

171



governments was brought to strengthen the stability in a country in dire need of 
social and economic reforms to forestall the inner communist threat.21 For such a 
task a strong government was necessary and they preferred a choice of ministers 
from among their friends and allies of the “old generation”. To give them a help
ing hand, the embassy had to exert great efforts to win prominent moderate men, 
who had been in discord with the old generation and place some new elements in 
the ranks of the old school as happened in the case of Dr Muhammad Fadil al- 
Jamälí a former Nazi-sympathizer, and could be achieved with Muhammad Hadld, 
the second man in the National Democratic Party and Muhammad Mahdl Kubba, 
the chairman of the Independence Party and several their followers. These men 
coud be useful for the reform programme submitted by the embassy and it was 
obvious that in the period from 1948 till 1951 the embassy successfully realized 
its purpose.22

When Tawfiq as-Suwaydī tendered his resignation, the choice fell on Nūrī 
as-Sacīd. The Regent was in London and his deputy, Amir Zayd, acting under his 
instructions, invited NūrI as-SacTd on 15 September 1950 to form a government. 
Nūrī as-SaTd accepted the responsibility, aiming at the consolidation of the eco
nomic situation of the country. He quickly formed his cabinet and announced on 
the same day, in a press conference, that the programme of his government would 
include the carrying out of great development projects. His new cabinet was made 
up of five members of his own Constitutional Union Party as he could not reach 
any agreement with Salih Jabr and Tawfiq as-Suwaydī to join the government.23

When NūrI as-Sacīd came to power he was full of energy and ideas how to 
develop the country, eradicate unemployment and improve social conditions. He 
declared that his government would concentrate its endeavours on developing the 
economic sector and removing the defects in state administration. At first he did 
well because thanks to “the Korean boom” in 1950 the export of agricultural prod
ucts inreased twice as against the previous year and for the first time at all an even 
balance of payments was reached.24 The first major accomplishment of the gov
ernment was the conclusion in October 1950 of a new oil agreement with the Iraq 
Petroleum Company (IPC), which considerably increased the oil royalties and in 
turn allowed the beginning of realization of “development programmes” through 
the newly-created Development Board.25 As soon as he had successfully con
cluded the negotiations with the IPC about the correct division of the profits, the

21 FO 371/68585 Memorandum on The Future of the Iraqi Treaty and Arab Nationalist Move
ment, 7. 4. 1948.
22 FO 371/68386 Mack to Bevin, 26. 5. 1948.
23 FO 371/82408 Mack to Bevin, 6. 11. 1950.
24 Kimche, Jon: Seven Fallen Pillars. London, Seeker and Warburg 1953, p. 323.
25 The Development Board was established according to the law 23/1950. It obtained first 100 
%, later 70 % of the royalties paid to Iraq by the oil companies. It consisted of 9 members and 
was chaired by the Prime Minister. Its general secretary was British and one of the specialists 
was an American. The Board worked without governmental or parliamentary control and its 
importance was growing with the growing royalties.
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Iraqi oil royalties increased and reached $ 51 million and he began to promise the 
people that he would work out a plan for fulfilment of great projects in the country 
in the field of building roads, schools and hospitals etc.

The British welcomed these projects, but they were convinced that Nūrī as-SaTd 
alone was not able to keep the promises and that his government would not sur
vive long unless he collaborated with some other strong personalities.26 The De
velopment Board, however, did not try to remove the unemployment or set up 
industry; it invested large amounts in building roads and waterworks for large 
estate owners, which could hardly favourably affect the living standards of the 
working people. The industrial development was negligible and the industry was 
unable to employ the labour force coming from the countryside, which resulted in 
growth of the groups of poor people living in inhuman conditions in the outskirts 
of big cities.27

The regime failed to secure at least minimal social changes and for that reason 
the government was blamed more and more for its reluctance to introduce politi
cal changes such as removal of the old establishment. In March 1950 a group of 
37 deputies relinquished their seats in the parliament and created an opposition 
bloc named the United Popular Front (al-Jabha ash-shacbīya al-muttahida), led 
by general Tähä al-Häshiml and Muzähim al-Pāchachī.28 Shortly after the Front 
was joined by the National Democratic Party of Kāmii al-Chādirchī, and even 
Salih Jabr, a solid member of the establishment, broke with Nūri as-SaTd although 
the dispute was initiated over a personal matter. In his turn Salih Jabr on 24 June 
1951founded the Socialist Nation Party (Hizb al-umma al - i s h tir ākī), which had 
nothing to do with socialism but weakened the power monopoly of NūrI as-SaTd.29 
Its central organs were formed by: Salih Jabr, as-Sayyid cAbdalmahdI, cAbdalkāzim 
ash-Shamkhänl, Nazlf ash-ShäwI Khayyät and Ahmad al-Jallll. This party too 
was joined by a group of tribal chieftains and representatives of interest groups.30

Deep dissatisfaction with the government policy and the social situation seized 
the majority of the people not excepting the bourgeoisie. The Communist Party o f  
Iraq -  though weakened -  maintained its organizational structure and also its 
influence on the masses. Its members worked in trade unions, in youth and women’s 
organizations -  mostly legal -  and used every form of activity to strengthen its 
influence on the masses in the struggle against the “black regime”. The Peace 
Partisans movement (Harakat ansär as-salām) also played a positive role in this 
struggle by uniting all the antiimperialist forces.31 This association appeared in 
1950, ostensibly in response to the growing tensions of the Cold War, and became

26 FO 371/82408 Mack to Bevin, 6. 10. 1950.
27 Durman, Karel: Blízký východ ve světové politice, 1918 -  1959. (The Near East in World 
Politics). Praha, Nakladatelství politické literatury 1966, p. 369.
28 Al-HasanT, op. cit., Vol VIII, pp. 211 -  214.
29 Ibid., pp. 2 1 7 -2 2 6 .
30 Kubba, Muhammad Mahdi: MudakkirätI fí samlm al-ahdāt, 1918 -  1958. (My Memoires 
from the centre of Events), p. 106.
31 Paloncy, op. cit., p. 55.
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a focus for all those who wanted the country to adopt a neutral position, in oppo
sition to Nūrī as-SacId in particular, with his open and vociferous support for the 
Western Powers in the developing global struggle.

In August 1951 Nūrī as-SacId made known the main points of a new agreement 
which the government concluded with the Iraqi oil companies. The new British 
ambassador to Iraq Sir John Troutbeck played an important role in reaching an 
accommodation. In April 1951 he sent a report to London where he pointed out 
that the Iranian events were caused by a deep-rooted hatred between the Iranian 
government and the oil companies. He stressed that the Iraqi opposition demanded 
the nationalization of its oil and if the Iraq Petroleum Company did not reach an 
agreement with the Iraqi government the British oil interests could be at stake 
(jeopardized) not only in Iraq, but in the whole region.32

The nationalization of foreign oil companies in Iran in May 1951 had serious 
consequences for the development in Iraq. The general discontent further increased 
when the ARAMCO agreement with Saudi Arabia introduced the “fifty-fifty” 
sharing formula. The frightened Iraq Petroleum Company too submitted a draft 
agreement to share profits on a “fifty-fifty” basis, but now the Iraqi public took it 
as insufficient and after the Iranian pattern demanded the nationalization of oil. In 
February 1952, the Nūrī government succeeded in pushing through -  in spite of 
strikes and protest demonstrations -  the ratification by the Iraqi parliament of 
agreement concluded in July 1951.33 In March 1952 martial law was finally abro
gated and the democratic forces gained the legal possibility to mobilize their ac
tivities.

*  *  *

The minority that enjoyed power had heard the mounting rumble beneath its 
feet, and begun to suspect that Iraq could get along without it. The fall of King 
Färüq in Egypt had pressed the point home. But, locked in the logic of its own 
position, it could not bring itself to grant any genuine concession to the classes 
contending against it. The opposition, on its side, had been able to draw one ap
propriate inference: without a closing of ranks it would be idle to enter into a new 
test of strength. Therefore the various opposition forces gradually drew close to 
one another. The Independents were now, as ever, essentially a party of the right 
but scarcely, on that account, less zealous than others in the advocacy of reform.34

The hope of the palace awakened with the establishment of two parties (Con
stitutional Union Party and Socialist Nation Party) and with the possibility of 
excercising the two party system. However, the hope faded because of the ongo
ing personal disputes between Nūrī as-SaTd and Salih Jabr and their attempts to

32 FO 371/91633 Troutbeck to William Strang, 25. 4. 1951.
33 Al-HasanI, op. c it, Vol VIII, pp. 273 -  274.
34 Batatu, Hanna: The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq. A Study 
of Iraq’s Old Landed and Commercial Classes and of its Communists, B a‘thists, and Free 
Officers. Princeton, New Jersey, Princeton University Press 1982, p. 666.
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enforce their influence on the parliament.35 In June 1951 Tāhā al-Hāshimī an ex
premier founded the United Popular Front (al-Jabha ash-shacblya al-muttahida) 
and became its chairman. His deputy was Muhammad Ridā ash-Shablbl and other 
members of the leadership were Sädiq al-Bassām and cAbdalhādī az-Zāhir.36 Some 
traditional politicians and members of parliament joined the party, like Muzähim 
al-Pāchachī, cAlī Jawdat al-AyyūbI and Nasrat al-FārisI. This party was little more 
than an incidental group of ex-ministers and ex-deputies who, in their majority, 
merely itched for office. The weak point of the party was the lack of ideological 
bonds which would unite their members, and for that reason both al-Pāchachī and 
al-FārisI soon left the party.37

During that period the government of NūrI as-SaTd was exposed to attacks 
from the opposition parties for its collaboration with the West and its rejection of 
a policy of neutrality between the Eastern and Western blocs.38 Public opinion 
was outraged at the Western powers for their support of the formation of Israel 
and the expulsion of the Palestinians from their homeland. A deep conviction 
arose among the Iraqi people that in the case of a Soviet onslaught on Iraq the 
Western powers would be unable to defend the country.39 Ernest Bevin gave spe
cial attention to the policy of Nūrī as-SaTd and supported sending out a large 
number of British experts to Iraq to speed up development plans. The chairman of 
the Arab department in Foreign Office Michael Wright discussed with the regent 
who spent his 1951 summer vacation in London the weak points of the cabinet 
and the regent promised to support the endeavours of Nūrī and his government.40

The oil agreement instigated the opposition parties, the Independence Party, 
the National Democratic Party and the United Popular Front to demand the na
tionalization of the oil industry and their press attacked the government and its 
bonds with the British occupiers but Nūrī as-Sacīd did not make much of it and in 
January 1952 he signed a new agreement with the IPC and the parliament ratified 
it.41 The press attack on Britain forced ambassador Troutbeck to draw the atten
tion of the Iraqi leaders to the dangers of the opposition campaign and to explain 
to the regent that if space was given to such a campaign Iraq would remain iso
lated from its friends and would be unable to defend itself against Soviet attack. 
He stressed that Nūrī as-Sacīd was the only one who could contain the activity of 
the opposition,42

Nevertheless, in March 1952 Nürl’s situation worsened and the opposition got 
stronger. The events which took place in Egypt contributed to the determination

35 Al-Windāwī, Al-Träq fí at-taqārīr as-sanawlya li as-sifara al-brītānīya, p. 125.
36 Al-Hasanī, op. cit., Vol VIII, p. 203.
37 Humaydl, Jacfar cAbbās: At-tatawwurāt as-siyāsīya fí al-Trāq, 1941 -  1953. (Political Devel
opments in Iraq). An-Najaf 1976, p. 649.
38 FO 371/82408 Mack to Bevin, 28. 11. 1950.
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of the Iraqi opposition whose activity increased. The regent did not know any 
other way out than to promise elections soon and to try to settle the disputes be
tween Nūrī as-SaTd and Salih Jabr, as the situation in the country needed a neutral 
government, which would be able to hold the elections on the basis of an under
standing between the two men.43 The British who realized the troubles ensuing 
from this discord, awoke both Nūrī as-Sacīd and Salih Jabr to the imminent dan
ger. Ambassador Troutbeck warned Nūrī that his bad relations with Salih could 
result in widespread disturbances and during the elections even bloodshed could 
occur; therefore any positive reconciliation would strengthen stability in Iraq.44

In respect of the forthcoming parliamentary elections the regent after consulta
tions came to the conclusion that the elections should be secured by a caretaker 
government. For that reason Nūrī as-SaTd on 10 July 1952 resigned and two days 
later the regent choose Mustafa al-cUmarI to preside over the government45 and 
according to his plan a strong prime minister was needed with a support of a 
strong minister of the interior. Only such a government could successfully handle 
the election procedure. He hoped that the winner of the elections would be NūrI 
as-SaTd and Salih Jabr with equal numbers of seats in parliament and with partici
pation of several “independents”. As the regent considered the remaining parties 
hostile towards him, he had no reason to support people who would destroy him if 
they got a chance.

So on 12 July 1952 Mustafa al-cUmari one of the loyal adherents of Nūrī 
as-SaTd, known for his organizational skills, formed a government in which he 
held also the ministry of the interior. His first task was to dissolve the parliament 
and held new elections. NūrI as-SaTd gave his support to this government and 
then left the country to enjoy his customary summer holidays. Then, on 16 July 
the regent in the company of the boy-king left Iraq travelling to the USA and 
Britain, after he made sure that the internal situation in the country was safe,46

The government was created at a time when the political circles generally held 
the view that it was necessary to bolster up the new parliament with elements 
loyal to the court, especially during the first years after the new king Faysal II, 
ascended the throne. However, the discord between Nūrī as-SaTd and Sälih Jabr, 
the two most important pillars of the court, worried the prime minister. There 
were no indications of rapprochement as each of them wanted to enlarge the influ
ence of his party on the parliament and moreover, the recent changes in Egypt and 
Iran encouraged public opinion in Iraq in the assumption that it was possible to 
get rid of tyranny and corruption47 and that at a time when neither the regent nor 
Nūrī as-SaTd had been aware of the dangerous situation within the society. They 
looked forward to their holidays despite great tasks that had to be done in the 
country.48
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The British embassy in a report sent on 21 August 1952 to the prime minister 
Winston Churchill suggested that at the present time there was no immediate threat 
to the stability of Iraq. However the report contains suggestions that it would be 
useful to exploit the stay of the regent and Sälih Jabr in London to discuss with 
them the question of elections asking them for a public expression of standpoints.49 
After NūrI as-SaTd at the beginning of September returned to Baghdad, Kamil 
al-Chadirchl just tried to persuade the opposition leaders to join him in organizing 
protests against the regent on his return, by submitting him petitions in the name 
of the opposition parties demanding implementation of a general reform in the 
country and the amendment of the Electoral Law in particular.50

On 20 September the British embassy changed its opinion of the situation in 
Baghdad in the light of new facts. Ambassador Troutbeck sent a message to the 
Foreign Office pointing to political instability in Iraq and stressed the commonly 
accepted assumption that now only the regent could succeed in getting the situa
tion back on track and called on the British government to give him a helping 
hand.51

When Anthony Eden met the regent in London in m id-September, he 
recomended him returning to Iraq as soon as possible and explained to him the 
importance of the coming elections. He emphasized that the social discontent was 
growing and therefore it was essential to reach understanding between the politi
cal parties otherwise the situation could be exploited by extreme forces both from 
the right and left and by troublemakers and that could be dangerous for the coun
try and for British interests. To avert this possibility Eden suggested that the re
gent achieve reconciliation between Nūrī as-SaTd and Salih Jabr and finally Eden 
reminded the regent that he was the only person able to achieve such a reconcili
ation and manage the situation.52

The regent returned to Baghdad on 26 October and he was surprised by the 
attacks of the press53 due to deterioration of the political situation, decline in the 
economy and deepening of the financial crisis, which caused increases of prices 
staple products and forced the Higher Supply Committee directed by the premier 
to issue a ban on vegetables exports and to order import of 20 thousand tons of 
wheat from Canada to be in stock. Moreover the government took further measure 
to give civil servants and pensioners half a month’s pay in advance, which would 
be considered as an assistance to solve the worsening living conditions.54 Except 
that popular discontent had dug a deeper course owing to the loss of Palestine, 
little had really changed in Iraq in the intervening years. The same regency gov
erned in the old manner, that is, as it deemed fit, through the same narrow ring of
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privileged oligarchs, under the same thin pretence of constitutional politics. Lower- 
class Baghdad, the Baghdad of the sharqawiyas, of the mud huts, still lived in 
squalor, ate poluted food and drudged long hours at impossible wages.55

*  *  *

On 28 October three political parties, the United Popular Front the National 
Democratic Party and the Independence Party submitted written petitions to the 
Regent. The fourth petition was presented by the Socialist Nation Party of Sälih 
Jabr to the prime minister. The UPF’s memorandum was in impercise terms, and 
called for unspecified amendments to the constitution and the electoral law. Tāhā 
al-Hāshimī, the leading member of the Front, obviously has been offered a safe 
seat in the next parliament, and this had been the reason for the mild nature of the 
Fronťs memorandum. The petitions of the Independence and National Demo
cratic Parties, on the other hand, were far from vague. They had many similari
ties; both, for instance, called for the limitation of the authority of the head of state 
and, in particular, the abolition of his power to dismiss cabinets, the amendment 
of the electoral law to provide for direct elections, the establishment of a state 
council to safeguard the rights of the people, freedom to form trade unions, the 
rooting out of corruption, the limitation of the size of agricultural holdings, the 
abolition of tribal law and the rejection of all schemes of joint defence.56 They 
also demanded implementation of general reforms in the country through amend
ments in the constitution which would secure the rights of the people and prevent 
misuse of power, abolition of the 1930 Anglo-Iraqi treaty, assertion of the prin
ciple of direct election which would ensure the choice of deputies fairly represent
ing the people, granting political freedoms and passing of legislation which would 
secure the independence of the judicature and the rights of citizens, purge of the 
state apparatus of corrupt elements, elimination of favouritism and nepotism, fight 
against monopolies and exploitation, fixing the limits of indirect taxes for con
sumers, introduction of a progressive income tax, increasing the standard of liv
ing, stopping the worsening health conditions, the unemployment rate and price 
explosion, abolition of feudalism and the tribal law and distribution of arable land 
to the farmers in a just way.57

The regent after becoming acquainted with the petitions immediately sum
moned the chief of the royal dlwän Ahmad Mukhtār Bābān and requested him to 
issue a prompt reply to the petitions without consultation with the premier. The 
regent in his answer admitted that reforms were necessary and that he was ready 
to welcome any advice on this matter from public man and organizations58 but he
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tried to rid himself of responsibility reminding the party leaders of their share in 
steering the country’s affairs irrespective of bearing direct responsibility and if 
mistakes had been made they had a share in it. In connection with the constitution 
amendment or revision of the electoral law, the regent explained that it is not 
within his responsibility, but that of the parliament and finally he requested them 
to present draft laws to the new parliament according to the usual proceedings.59

Regent’s answer reflected haste and imprudence and he triggered possible dis
turbances in the country. The parties were dissatisfied with the answer and they 
declared a boycott of the coming elections. The regent took the declaration as a 
challenge.60 The premier was unhappy saying that such a development would 
deepen the discord with the political parties and expressed his worries of what 
could fall upon the regime after. In Egypt the Free Officers had overthrown King 
Färüq on 23 July 1952 and in Iran the government of Dr Muhammad Musaddiq 
was supported by a popular movement. The premier and the chief of the royal 
dlwän suggested to the regent to meet the outstanding politicians of the country 
and leaders of the political parties to consider with them the way out of the critical 
situation.61

Under the influence of revolutionary events in Egypt, the tension in Iraqi soci
ety further increased and at the end of October the Independence Party and the 
United Popular Front submitted a memorandum in which they demanded the 
cleansing of the civil service of compromised elements and passing a law against 
corruption, direct one-step elections, limitation of land holding, revision of the 
constitution and restriction of royal prerogatives, carrying out a policy of non
participation in military blocs and abolition of the unequal Anglo-Iraqi treaty.62

The regent agreed to meet the five party leaders (Nūrī as-SaTd, Sälih Jabr, 
Tāhā al-Hāshimī, Kāmii al-Chādirchī, Muhammad Mahdi Kubba) in the presence 
of all former prime ministers except Muzahim al-Pachachl. The enlarged session 
of the royal dlwän took place on 3 November 1952 in the palace, but was fruitless 
and ended with a scandal. Tāhā al-Hāshimī made the regent responsible for the 
situation in the country and warned those present about depreciation of the situa
tion, because the development in Iraq could be similar to that in Egypt.63 The 
regent refused the accusations that by his meddling in the affairs of government 
he aggravated the situation and for the critical development he made responsible 
the inflexible politicians, but he became so perplexed that he branded al-Hāshimī 
a liar. In consequence, the consternated Tāhā al-Hāshimī and Kāmii al-Chādirchī 
left the meeting.64 The meeting showed that negotiations and peaceful protests 
against the political power were mere hot air and waste of time and that confron
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tation is the best way to solve the country’s problems.65 After the meeting which 
ended with a quarrel, the opposition parties decided to boycott the parliamentary 
elections.

Three political parties, the Independence Party the United Popular Front and 
the National Democratic Party with the newly (mid-1950) formed Marxist orga
nization, the Peace Partisans under the leadership of cAbdalwahhäb Mahmud 
came to the conclusion that the “al-watba” movement of January 1948 was irreso
lute and toothless as there was no coordination between the participating political 
parties and without creation of a united front of these parties it would be absurd to 
enter a new confrontation with the regime. At last the parties consolidated their 
efforts, but Tāhā al-HāshimI the leader of the United Popular Front did not wish 
any cooperation with the Peace Partisans. He expressed his distrust in the pres
ence of Kāmii al-Chādirchī on 11 November 1952, saying that joining of that 
movement could put the front in danger and take over its leadership. Kamil 
al-Chadirchl tried to dispel his distrust but Tāhā al-Hāshimī alleged that the Peace 
Partisans should not be clearly mentioned in the text of the agreement concluded 
between the parties.66

The day after the meeting in the palace, Mustafa al-cUmari sent a letter to the 
British ambassador in which he informed him that he had learned that the Inde
pendence Party was ready not only to declare the boycott of elections, but was 
trying to disturb it in collaboration with the National Democratic Party and the 
United Popular Front and there was only one possibility to ward it off: namely to 
solve all the outstanding problems. He asked the ambassador to exert his influ
ence and persuade Salih Jabr to take part in the elections.67 The British ambassa
dor recommended Salih Jabr in the interest of the country to come to the polls 
with all his supporters. Salih Jabr promised him not to cause any troubles regard
ing the elections.68

Prime minister Mustafa al-cUmari could not exclude that the use of force would 
be needed in connection with holding the elections and he wanted to hear the 
British opinion. Ambassador Troutbeck immediately (on 7 November) answered 
saying that it is on him to use force if it was necessary, but he set three conditions: 
that he must control the whole situation; that he must exert all his effort to gain 
Salih Jabr and secure his party’s participation in the elections; that he must make 
clear to all that attempts to disturb the elections would be met with determination 
and force. Troutbeck used this form as he was afraid that the government could 
lose the control and a new Iran could appear in front of the British.69
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In the morning of 8 November the premier visited the regent shortly before the 
cabinet meeting and informed him about the outcome of his talks with Nūrī as-SacId 
where they decided not to issue any decree concerning the elections. The regent 
demanded a meeting with the ministers to find out their standpoint. All the minis
ters expressed readiness to support the premier until the end of the crisis except 
minister of education cAbdallāh ad-Damlūjī who requested an understanding with 
the opposition, while minister of economy Nadim al-Pachachl was irresolute and 
minister of justice Jamäl Bābān asked for a 24 hour postponement and minister of 
finance Ibrählm ash-Shābandar suggested a session in the presence of the re
gent.70

On the same day NūrI as-Sacīd out of consideration for calming the situation 
distributed to the journalists a declaration containing several recommendations 
for implementing general reforms in the country, for example, creation of a com
mittee which would reform the administration with the help of foreign experts in 
order to grant consultancy in the division of land, in the taxation reform and in the 
industrialization of the country. In the declaration Nūrī as-SaTd called on all those 
interested in the welfare of the country to cooperate with the government in imple
menting the needed reforms in the country. In the question of direct elections, 
Nūrī as-SaTd showed an elastic attitude recommending the holding of direct elec
tions first in such districts where the proportion of educated people exceeds the 
uneducated to ensure their success, however this suggestion met with angry re
fusal from the oppositional press which had doubts about his motives.71

The regent saw that there was no hope of rapprochement between NūrI as-SaTd 
and Salih Jabr, who was convinced that the prime minister was working in favour 
of Nur! as-SaTd. The regent admitted this fact to the British ambassador when 
they met on 10 November 1952. In that meeting the most serious problem facing 
the country was discussed that the opposition political parties were exerting great 
pressure on the government through the demand to hold direct elections. And that 
was happening at a time when the illiteracy among the country’s population was 
still extremely high. The regent explained to the ambassador that the prime minis
ter was against any amendment of the constitution relative to change of the elec
tion system as he was sure that even the fulfilment of this request would not stop 
further demands from the opposition and the only way to solve the crisis was the 
dissolution of the political parties. The prime minister had already discussed this 
question with Nūrī as-SaTd and Sälih Jabr. NOrl as-SaTd was prepared to dissolve 
his party but Sälih Jabr was not. After the meeting the regent came to conclusion 
that the best way to solve the crisis would be the formation of a military govern
ment led by a high-ranking officer who could even control the elections. Ambas
sador Troutbeck welcomed the idea of holding two-step elections and even agreed 
with the suggestion to dissolve the political parties but recommended the regent 
not to drive Sälih Jabr into the camp of extremists and prevent him from boycott
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ing the elections. The ambassador did not contradict regent’s idea to entrust the 
rule to the military which the regent interpreted as the British embassy’s support 
for his plan and set out to put it into effect.72

The regent was aware that the government must resolutely withstand the pres
sure, carry the elections through the second round and treat every opponent trying 
to harm the regime or cause troubles as a rebel.73 The next day the regent secretly 
summoned a former chief of staff general Sälih Sä’ib al-Jubūrī to the palace and 
asked him to form a new cabinet. However, the general declined the offer as he 
was convinced that the British would oppose his nomination as they stood behind 
his dismissal (sacking) from the army.74

In this difficult phase the morale of some ministers sank when the minister of 
finance Ibrähím ash-Shābandar presented his resignation to the prime minister on 
11 November. The resignation was accepted and cAlI Mahmud ash-Shaykh cAlI, 
general manager of the Custom Office was named in his place. Husamaddln Jumca 
became acting minister of the interior and the prime minister expressed his sup
port to the minister of education cAbdallāh ad-Damlūjī and minister of justice 
Jamäl Bäbän.75 On the same day the prime minister called Nūrī as-SaTd, cAlI 
Jawdat al-AyyūbI, as-Sayyid Muhammad Sadr and Tawfiq as-Suwaydl to a meet
ing to discuss the crisis. The meeting ended without bringing any agreement.76 
However, the most important matter was not the principle of direct or indirect 
elections but the ensurance of free elections.

On 17 November the opposition parties having already announced their inten
tion to boycott the elections, called a meeting which was attended by Fa’iq as- 
Sämarrä’I, deputy chairman of the Independence Party, Kāmii al-Chādirchī chair
man of the National Democratic Party, Tāhā al-Hāshimī, chairman of the United 
Popular Front and also cAbdalwahhāb Mahmud for the Peace Partisans. The 
meeting resulted in creation of a liaison organ named the contact committee, which 
aimed to co-ordinate the activities of the respective parties to organize the boycott 
and to ensure their unity in action against the government.77 This militant attitude 
on the part of the opposition caused concern of the prime minister who made 
another reconciliation attempt. He issued a statement in which he announced that 
the government had accepted the principle of direct elections and agreed that a 
committee composed of leading experts in law and administration and representa
tives of the political parties, should be set up to prepare a draft electoral law. On 
17 November he also addressed all the parties inviting them to nominate represen
tatives of the drafting committee but the parties with the exception of NūrI as-SaTď s
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Constitutional Union refused to participate and reaffirmed their determination to 
boycott the forthcoming elections unless direct elections were adopted.78

*  *  *

Generally speaking, the higher forms of secondary schools and the colleges 
had become centres of communist activities since the first big wave of arrests of 
party leaders in 1946 -  1947. The students had always been the first to react to all 
important national and international events with strikes and demonstrations. The 
impression had been created that the high schools were fully pro-communist, which 
was incorrect; but it again showed how a minority could make its imprint on a big 
group and decisively influence its action. Arrested students were frequently ac
quitted because of their youth and their upper-class social origin, in contrast to 
other party members who received lengthy prison terms or worse. It is not surpris
ing, therefore, that the communist leadership decided to use more and more stu
dents in the agitation.79 NūrI as-SaTd and other government leaders considered 
student unrest to be so important that they visited the teachers and school princi
pals in person and admonished them to make a greater effort to combat “subver
sive influences”, but these attempts were of little avail.

Before the election could be held, a riot erupted over an unrelated issue, an 
indication of how social conflicts in Iraq had escaped any organized control. On 
26 October 1952 students at the Faculty of Pharmacy and Chemistry struck over 
an amendment to the rules governing their examinations and in protest went on 
strike until the measure was revoked. The government was surprised by the strike. 
Moreover, the Faculty of Medicine an the Faculty of Law expressed their solidar
ity with their striking colleagues.80 The striking students declared their support 
for the demands of the opposition political parties as summed up in the petitions 
because they reflected the real aspirations of the people, and demanded that the 
government accept it.81

The government first ignored the strike, but when the minister of health, 
cAbdarrahmān Jawdat learned that the rioting continued, he issued on 16 Novem
ber a directive cancelling the former ammendments and the students decided to 
end the strike and return to classes from 19 November.82 On the same day there 
was a clash between those who were on strike and some strikebreakers. The stu
dents understood it as an action initiated by the dean of the faculty and therefore 
called a new strike demanding the removal of the dean and investigation of the 
event. The students of other faculties took advantage and with the support of the 
opposition parties joined the strike. The government gave in and dismissed the
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dean, but the students were not satisfied and laid down new demands with politi
cal colouring. They accused the government of blocking all efforts at reform, 
because its policy was directed by reactionaries.83

On Thursday 20 November the students went out to the streets and protested 
against the govenment’s attitude toward the parties and their demand to hold par
liamentary elections. They criticized the fact that there was no reform of the wors
ening domestic situation. Clashes occurred between the students and the police. 
Great numbers of students gathered next day and decided to continue the pro
tests.84 On Saturday 22 November while the council of ministers conferred to 
decide the election date, lots of rioters, mostly students angry with the govern
ment and refusing the abnormal situation from which the country suffered, went 
out into the streets of Baghdad.85 The riots were limited to the quarter of al-WazMya, 
where most of the faculties were dislocated. The authorities issued an order that 
the police would not interfere as long as they remained in that area. But the dem
onstrations spread and were joined by other faculties and high schools and the 
rioters gathered in front of the Faculty of Arts near the gate Bāb al-Mucazzam, 
where they clashed with the police forces placed there, using sticks and stones and 
many of them were wounded.86 Then the rioters continued their march toward al- 
Ma’mün bridge (now the Martyrs bridge) and they managed to cross the river to 
the al-Karkh quarter, where a great many people and workers joined them and 
their number increased to 4 thousand. They continued until they reached the Brit
ish embassy, which was guarded by a large police squad. The rioters threw stones 
at the embassy and at the mounted statue of General Maude, whose troops occu
pied Baghdad in 1917.87

On the morning of 22 November -  five days after the formation of the “contact 
committee” -  which united the opposition political parties, banners were raised in 
various parts of Baghdad. Workers, craftsmen, and street vendors at once sprang 
into action and out of solidarity with the students stopped working and called a 
strike. The students, who since three days had been on an ostensible non-political 
strike, merged with them. Shouts of “down with the treacherous regent” went up. 
There were also cries “Anglo-American imperialists, leave our country!”.88 This 
idea had been inspired by the Peace Partisans and other movements and political 
parties which controlled the rioting students. However the opposition parties, af
ter the failure to form a national front, became involved in the riots without a 
united action plan and moreover the contact committee did not carry out its task 
actively. Although the opposition parties exploited the students and encouraged 
them to raise anti-regime slogans, they soon lost control over the rioters.89
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The stormy demonstrations went on and the rioters shouted slogans against the 
British, demanding the resignation of the government and holding of direct elec
tions.90 The Socialist Arab Resurrection Party (The Bact) managed to organize a 
huge student’s demonstration and march which was joined by crowds of people.91 
Groups of demonstrators clashed with the police forces and shouted “We want 
bread, not lead!” pointing to the enormously high costs of living afflicting the 
country at that time.92 The police forces had to defend themselves against the 
demonstrators who threw stones and set fire to the police station. The number of 
the rioters steadily grew as groups were coming from all Baghdad quarters and the 
police was forced to use weapons to scatter them. Many of the rioters were wounded.

On the same day the government issued a statement explaining that it would 
like to avoid disturbances and everything which violates order and called the dem
onstrators to return to work in the common interest. The Ministry of Education 
decided to stop the teaching at the universities from 23 November until further 
notice.93 As the situation worsened and the police was not able to scatter the riot
ers and end the strikes, it was necessary to take more effective measures. There
fore the minister of the interior asked the command of the emergency forces to 
prepare a unit large enough to cope with the situation. On 22 November the com
mand reinforced the units and new police forces were sent to the streets and squares 
where the demonstrations took place.94 When the government failed to take strong 
measures immediately, the strike turned into riots, spreading throughout other 
quarters of Baghdad as well and to several Iraqi towns including Karbalā’, an- 
Najaf, al-Hilla, ad-DIwanlya, al-Basra and an-Nāsirīya. The members of the Na
tional Democratic and Independence Parties had a big share in stirring up these 
riots.95

On 23 November the disturbances in Baghdad continued and the rioters sur
rounded the police station Bāb ash-Shaykh. One woman took off a piece of cloth, 
spilled petrol over it and threw it on the station. Then she instigated the others to 
ignite it.96 Under police fire twelve people were killed or wounded. The furious 
groups of rioters caught a policeman who tried to escape, killed him with sticks 
and stones and finally burned his dead body.97 That day the riots were more raging 
than before98 and it was clear that the role of students in the demonstrations went 
down. Among 25 wounded people detained by the police there were only four 
students, but ten workers, six craftsmen, two street vendors and two unemployed.99
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The most ferocious riots took place in al-WazIriya quarter where the demonstra
tors shouted demanding direct elections and creation of a patriotic government. Af
terwards they moved towards Bab al-Mucazzam. The police tried to stop them, but 
they managed to break their rows and continued marching towards ar-Rashld street. 
The police tried again to stop them in front of the Ministry of Defence and there 
ensued a fierce clash and the police had to retreat to the building of the ministry.100 
The political parties lost control over the demonstrators and the police was too weak 
to crush the riots. The demonstrators set fire to the American information office in 
ar-Rashld street because of the negative American attitude to the Palestine ques
tion.101 Then they attacked the head office of Iraq Times, a daily issued in English, 
burned it to the ground and attacked also the office of the British airlines BOAC.102

At noon the demonstrators took control of the centre of the capital. On the 
same day the British ambassador sent two oral despatches to the prime minister 
dwelling in his seat: he demanded immediate taking of all necessary measures to 
protect the foreigners and their properties.103

When the regent realized that the situation had slipped from the government’s 
control, he asked Hikmat Sulayman to form a cabinet. However, he declined the 
honour believing that the regent would interfere in his cabinet’s work.104 Next the 
regent summoned Jamil al-MidfacI, a politician of the “old generation” and vested 
him with the same task, but he was not able to form a government because of the 
hostile attitude of the demonstrators against him and other politicians of the old 
generation.105 Then the regent for the second time asked the General Sälih Sä’ib 
al-Jubūrī, to form a cabinet, but he stuck to his opinion not to take part in the 
country’s political life. On the other hand Nūrī as-SaTd asked the regent’s permis
sion to form the government, but he refused reasoning with his unpopularity and 
with the unsuitable situation for such a step.106

The prime minister Mustafa al-cUmari considered the regent’s talks with the 
politicians without his knowledge a violation of the trust invested with him and 
felt that his remaining in power was doubtful.107 He therefore took it for impos
sible to bear the responsibility alone in the view of his refusal to use arms against 
the demonstrators. He used the situation as a pretext to get rid of the responsibility 
and the growing danger, and on 21 November 1952 he resigned.108 His resigna
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tion remained with the regent until 23 November and then it was announced on 
radio. When the demonstrators learned the news, the voices demanding the over
throw of the monarchy and establishment of a republic became stronger. The re
gent was frightened by these voices as the memory of the Egyptian revolution of 
23 July was still too fresh. There was nothing left for him but to carry out the last 
point of his plan and put power into the hands of one of the army commanders.109

*  *  *

The plan prepared beforehand to face internal disorders threatening the stabil
ity and security of the country has been worked out by the Ministry of Defence. 
The work had been done by officers of the operational department, namely staff 
colonel cAbdalwahhāb Amin, staff colonel IsmaTl cArif and staff lieutenant colo
nel Wahid Sädiq al-Jubūrī, and they named it “the security plan of Baghdad”. The 
plan had to be implemented in three stages. The first stage had to be implemented 
in the case of violation of the security situation in Bagdad by disturbances or riots. 
The police forces had to be placed on full alert and every station had to be strength
ened by a platoon of emergency forces for combating the disturbances. In the case 
that they failed to scatter the rioters, the second stage had to be implemented. An 
officer of the operational department of the Ministry of Defence and the governor 
of Baghdad govemorate (Iiwā’) had to come to the operational centre of the Baghdad 
police directorate and every police station should be strengthened by a company 
of emergency forces and one additional company. If even these forces would not 
be sufficient to cope with the disturbances, the third stage had been prepared, 
during which the army units had to be thrown in and force be used to end the 
disturbances and take control of the situation.

When the student’s demonstration on 20 November occurred the police forces 
were put on alert according to the security plan of Baghdad. They were dislocated 
in areas of riots to scatter the demonstrators and prevent them from access to the 
city centre. However the police units failed to cope with the demonstrators and 
stop the large-scale disturbances which struck the capital and some other cities 
from 20 to 23 November and the critical situation demanded the application of the 
third stage without resort to the second. On 23 November at noon the army was 
invited to cope with the situation in the capital and it happened for the first time 
since the events of May 1941. Soldiers occupied high buildings and armoured 
vehicles cruised in the streets. The demonstrators welcomed them and some of 
them climbed on the vehicles and made speeches,110 as they supposed that the 
army had come to help them and to remove the regime and the demonstrations 
lasted all the day.111
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Under the pressure of the circumstances the army after getting control of the 
capital began to show signs of sympathy with the people. So the regent called a 
meeting to the Ministry of the Interior to examine the situation. The meeting was 
attended by the outgoing prime minister, minister of the interior and acting minis
ter of defence Husamaddln Jumca, the governor of Baghdad cAbdarrasūl al-Khālisī, 
and the chief of staff lieutenant general Nüraddln Mahmud. In the meeting the 
regent stated that it would be difficult to cope with the situation without using 
firearms.112 The regent waited for the right moment to entrust the power to one of 
the army commanders.113 In this meeting he asked the governor of Baghdad to 
issue the order to fire on the demonstrators according to the authorities which 
were vested with him by the law of govemorates. The governor resorted to an 
excuse that this law did not allow him to issue such an order in the presence of 
minister of the interior.114 When the minister was asked to do so, he too excused 
himself with the pretext that the government had resigned and he had no authority 
to issue the order, so the authority remained with the regent.115 For the regent the 
only way was to shift the authority on to the chief of staff who expressed his 
readiness to bear the responsibility. However Mustafa al-cUmar! as an able ad
ministrator raised objections. He correctly explained that the only way to get out 
of this impasse was to appoint the chief of staff to the office of acting minister of 
the interior so that he could assert his authority.116

For the regent all the possibilities were exhausted and there remained only one 
option to entrust the power to the army to cope with the critical situation in spite of 
the fact that during the last ten years he was wary of the army and since 1941 he 
had tried to keep it out of politics. But in this critical moment he was convinced 
more than ever that the entrustment of power to one of the army commanders, 
loyal to the Hashimite dynasty was inevitable and the best solution to protect the 
throne from the dangers created by the disturbances. He consulted the British 
ambassador who approved his standpoint. He also informed some of Iraqi politi
cians like Nūrī as-SaTd and Dr. Muhammad Fädil al-Jamäll of his decision. They 
agreed with him, so he appointed General Nüraddln Mahmüd as prime minister. 
The general was of Kurdish origin and attained his primary military education in 
Turkish schools well-known for their harshness and severity.117

The choice of Nüraddln Mahmüd was the first step before the use of power 
against the opposition and the crushing of its readines for action. The regent found 
in the general a person whom he could trust without fear and through whom he 
could have the army under control.118 The general had proven his loyalty to the 
Hashimite family when he commanded the Iraqi forces and had been the deputy to
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the commander in chief of the Arab armies in Palestine in 1948. He has been an 
obedient tool of the Jordanian king cAbdallāh ibn al-Husayn, the uncle of the Iraqi 
regent cAbdalilāh ibn cAlI.119

On 23 November in the evening General Nüraddln Mahmud informed the in
habitants through the Baghdad radio that the regent had appointed him prime min
ister and that he assumed the responsibility for restoring law and order. After
wards martial law was declared to end the rebellion (intifada).120 Immediately 
after the demonstrators learned that the chief of staff was named to form the gov
ernment, he was branded as a British agent and shouts of “down with him” went 
up.121 Strange enough, the same groups of rioters hailed him when he passed in 
his car ar-Rashīd street going to visit the regent cAbdalilāh122 believing that he 
would act like General Muhammad Najlb and his colleagues the Free Officers in 
Egypt when they forced King Fārūq to abdicate and leave the country.

The regent asked the new prime minister to choose the ministers from among the 
officers but he declined the demand saying that the army’s role was confined to 
restoring security in the country and then he would hand over power to the civil
ians.123 The members of the new cabinet were chosen by the regent except two 
(Qäsim Khalil and cAbdalmajId al-Qassäb), who were appointed by the prime min
ister.124 At ten o’clock in the evening Baghdad radio announced the royal decree 
about the establishment of the new government in which all the powers were put in 
the hands of Nüraddln Mahmüd. He retained the post of the chief of staff in addition 
to the post of prime minister and minister of defence and of the interior.125

When the royal decree had been announced, the British ambassador John 
Troutbeck wrote a report to London stating that he was sure, that appointing a 
soldier to the post of prime minister did not mean a military conspiracy, but was a 
movement reckoned upon by the civilians.126 In the next report the ambassador 
described the events in a different way saying that such a development meant a 
coup hatched by the regent and carried out by Nüraddln Mahmüd, with the sup
port of some of the “old gang” politicians led by NūrI as-SaTd. The British gov
ernment welcomed the measures of the regent, assured him of its readiness to 
support his position and rule and advised him to widen the political representation 
of all Iraqis irrespective of nationality or religion.127

The new government immediately took over office and the prime minister can
celled all the inauguration ceremonies due to the regrettable situation and the need
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to fulfil his duties.128 However, the government was received by new demonstra
tions. The people gathered near Bab al-Mucazzam and shouted “down with the 
military dictatorship chaired by the British agent Nüraddln Mahmüd’’.129 The dem
onstrations continued also in an-Najaf where the people demanded removal of the 
government and of the ruling regime. The government divided the troops between 
the Baghdad quarters found that normalization could be achieved only by means 
of martial law.130 The cabinet convened on 23 November and decided that martial 
law should be imposed upon Baghdad. Subsequently a royal decree was issued 
declaring temporary martial law in the Baghdad govemorate. The validity of laws 
and activities of civilian institutions were suspended and according to the martial 
law the military commander exercised full powers.131

The formation of a military government headed by General Nüraddln Mahmüd 
met with strong resistance from the opposition parties and some politicians. 
Muhammad Mahdl Kubba, the chairman of the Independence Party, commented 
that by exploiting the army to quell the national movement the regime offered an 
example of its enmity toward the Iraqi people and its sovereignty.132 Kamil 
al-Chādirchī, the chairman of the National Democratic Party, considered using 
the army against the national movement a great danger which would have grave 
consequences for the country’s future and would help the furher spread of poverty 
and corruption.133 cAbdaljabbār al-Jūmurd, one of outstanding members of the 
United Popular Front, commented that the power take-over by the army showed 
the bankruptcy of the ruling class in looking for a solution to the crisis. This step 
was the last means to cope with the uprising and could be considered a sign of an 
approaching collapse of the regime. Khalil Kinna, one of the leading members of 
the Constitutional Union, considered the resort to the military in the present cir
cumstances to be an incalculable adventure.134

The military circles showed dissatisfaction over the use of the army against the 
people at a time when the troops shared the same feeling of antagonism toward 
the ruling elite and especially toward the regent, since he had relied on British 
bayonets to liquidate the national liberation movement in May 1941 and chased 
its leaders and then put them to death and humiliated many high-ranking officers 
and thrown them into prisons and concentration camps. Since that time the feeling 
that it was necessary to got rid of the regent and the ruling elite had prevailed in 
the army. The discontent in the army grew further during the war in Palestine 
where the army witnessed the defeatism and pusillanimity of their political lead
ers similar to the remaining Arab rulers. In this uprising the army saw a conve
nient opportunity to rid the country of its elite.
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There were really attempts between some commanders to work out a plan to 
topple the regime by exploiting the entry of military units to Baghdad and most of 
them belonged to the third division which was then commanded by major general 
Muhammad Najib ar-Rubaycī.135 He and the chief of his staff, colonel Muhyl 
cAbdalhamId got in touch with some Free Officers and with the mainstay of the 
movement, lieutenant colonel R ifa t al-Hājj SirrI, but the contacts remained with
out result because of two officers loyal to the regime in the units, which were to 
enter Baghdad, wanted to thwart the plan. General Muhammad Najib ar-RubaycI 
briefed the officers that implementation of the plan must be postponed and called 
for patience and calm. At a check-point near Bacqūba General ar-RubayT and his 
chief of staff urged the troops destined for Baghdad not to shoot into the demon
strators, but to point the barrels of the rifles into the air to avoid wounding the 
people, of which they too were a part.136

The minister of the interior by his order appointed major general cAbdalmuttalib 
Amin, chief of the operational department in the Ministry of Defence, military 
commander of Baghdad.137 He in turn issued a series of orders prohibiting dem
onstrations, carrying firearms, suspending the activities of political parties and 
publication of newspapers.138 An emergency military committee was created led 
by staff brigadier Jamil cAbdalmajId consisting of two officers, lieutenant colo
nels Mahmüd cAbdalqādir and Subhl cAlI and two civilians, judges Rasim 
cAbdalhamId and cArif Rashid al-cAttar.139 The military commander announced 
by radio a further statement that the army was firmly determined to strengthen the 
security and peace at any price whatsoever and warned the rioters that the armed 
forces would take the strongest measures and the inciters who work in the dark 
would be brought before military courts to receive harsh punishments.140

In an-Najaf a still larger demonstration than before forced the government to 
send a unit under the command of staff lieutenant colonel cAbdalwahhāb ash- 
Shawwaf commander of the third regiment of the first division stationed in ad- 
Dlwänlya, to quell the demonstration. The commander of the first division briga
dier c Abbäs cAlI Gälib ordered him to fire on the demonstrators on the basis of the 
prime minister’s order he received by telephone.141 However, cAbdalwahhāb ash- 
Shawwäf, did not fulfil the order and began to settle the situation peacefully in 
spite of the insistence of the Governor of Karbalä province and the head of the an- 
Najaf district, to shoot at the demonstrators who walked in the streets, demanded 
the fall of the regime and expressed solidarity with their fellows in Baghdad. The
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division commander was forced to withdraw cAbdalwahhāb ash-Shawwāf to ad- 
Díwänlya and to replace him by staff colonel Nasrat al-QaysI, who also refused to 
shoot at the demonstrators, nevertheless he managed to restore order in the town.

Despite the harsh measures taken by the government of Nüraddln Mahmud the 
spirit of rebellion was still alive. On the morning of 24 November, therefore, the 
demonstrations, now decrying the dictatorship began again, and did not subside 
until the evening, when the troops opened fire on the crowds in the plebeian quar
ter of Bab ash-Shaykh killing eighteen and wounding eighty-four.142 Interestingly 
enough, in the demonstrations on that day there were repeated shouts for “a demo
cratic government under Kāmii al-Chādirchī”, the chairman of the National Demo
cratic Party.

*  *  *

The “intifada” marked another turning point for the regime. Although the op
position was insufficiently organized to unseat the regime, the widespread alien
ation of critical sectors of the population was clear. The establishment had been 
forced to rely on the army as well as the police to maintain order, thus drawing the 
military into politics. The “intifada” also convinced many of the younger genera
tion that more ruthless, even clandestine activities would be necessary to accom
plish their aims.

As with “al-watba” of 1948, it was an intoxicating moment and gave heart to 
all those who were frustrated with the status quo. Demonstrations continued in 
the streets of Baghdad and spread to other towns, voicing grievances similar to 
those of 1948 since many of the fundamental discontents remained the same. Hesi
tation of the national bourgeoisie enabled the ruling clique to recover quickly and 
introduce resolute countermeasures. Ostensibly, the regent’s appointment of a sol
dier as prime minister was a desperate attempt to head off a revolutionary situa
tion. When the attempt to form a civilian government failed -  NūrI as-SaTd was 
not regarded in the critical time as a suitable candidate and Jamil al-MidfaT was 
not able to fulfil the task -  the regent had to turn to the army. In the chief of staff 
he found someone who could restore order, but who had no political following 
and could be expected to oversee the elections with no ulterior motives. The re
gent hoped that this would allow the palace to play a decisive role in determining 
the composition of the chamber once again.143

The spark that caused the fire was the student’s demonstrations which have 
begun on 18 November and lasted several days. The demonstration on 22 Novem
ber in Baghdad gained a mass character and the clashes with the police claimed 
lives on both sides. The police withdrew and the next day the whole of Baghdad 
was swept by a popular upheaval or uprising named the “intifäda”.144 People un-
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der the leadership of the Left were ready to fight for democracy and real indepen
dence, but the national bourgeoisie was not ready to lead the armed struggle. It 
naively supposed that it could reach its aims by mere pressure on the ruling feu- 
dal-landlord class. However, the outcome of the uprising convinced most of the 
half-hearted members of the national bourgeoisie that the regime could not be 
removed without violence.

On 24 November the prime minister announced a reform programme in which 
he stood up for the principle of direct elections. In mid-December the army was 
withdrawn from Baghdad and the curfew was ended. However, the martial law 
remained valid. The violence and bitterness of the riots indicated that the regime 
would have to make some concessions to the opposition to save itself. The first 
direct elections, carried out on 17 January 1953 became a farce of casting votes 
for the regime candidates: for 135 seats in the chamber there was no rival candi
date in 78 as most of the opposition politicians were imprisoned. NūrI as-Sacīd 
and his conservative followers got an overwhelming majority as the opposition 
parties gained only 20 seats.145 In the view of the possibilities the electoral result 
of the opposition was remarkable, but if the result is evaluated through the prism 
of the high tide of revolutionary enthusiasm of the people in November 1952, it 
had to be a bitter frustration for the national bourgeoisie.

The November uprising -  intifada -  was an important lesson for the national 
liberation movement. It showed both the power of the activated masses and the 
hesitation of the national bourgeoisie. It turned out that without a thorough prepa
ration of the revolutionary upheaval, the conciousness of the citizens and reso
luteness of the leadership the uprising would be doomed. On the other hand the 
uprising exposed the weakness of the regime and therefore the extreme Right 
decided to secure its positions by dragging the country into a military pact with 
the West. The comparison of the role of the Iraqi army in the November uprising 
with the role of the Egyptian and Lebanese armies in similar events in the same 
year shows that in Iraq the army remained to a considerable extent a tool of the 
reaction.

When the government did its duty and suppressed the popular movement, the 
reaction -  in view of the former experiences and the situation in Syria -  tried to 
speed up its departure from political life. General Nüraddln Mahmüd did not dis
play political ambitions and proudly declared in parliament that he did not rule to 
suppress democratic liberties but to maintain order.146 His government resigned 
on 29 January 1953 and with the premiership was charged Jamil al-MidfaT, whose 
main task was the preparation of the new king’s accession to the throne.
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