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Abstract 

Author: Katharine Taylor 

Title: Revolutionary Fervor: The History and Legacy of Communism in Abd al-Karim Qasim's 

Iraq 1958-1963 

Supervising Professor: Dr. Wm. Roger Louis 

The 1950s were a time of political and social upheaval in the Middle East as exemplified by the 
Iraqi Coup of 1958. Within the country there existed the classic internal economic and social 
strife that so often leads to revolution, yet this played out during a global changing of the guards, 
causing a far more complex situation. Britain was shirking responsibility for former colonies and 
the dawn was rising on American superpowerdom in the Middle East. The rhetoric used by the 
British and the Americans differed greatly in the acknowledgement of the communist threat in 
Iraq under Abd-al Karim Qasim. The Americans were concerned, verging on panicked, over the 
potential of northern tier Communist expansion while the British remained calm. Thus my 
question became: was communism real or imagined in the Republic of Iraq under Abd al-Karim 
Qasim? I believe it was imagined or at least heavily embellished by the British in order to get the 
United States to take control over the region. Through my extensive research both in the FRUS 
files of American documents and through two stints sifting through thousands of telegrams at the 
National Archives in London I hope to have proven that the British purposely mislead the United 
States into the belly of the beast, perpetuating the red scare in order to protect their own interests. 
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Chapter 1 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Was the threat of communism in the 1950s real or imagined?  The threat of social 

upheaval in Iraq was due to the expected social causes typically accompanying a revolution, but 

was it really communism in the vein of the Soviet Union, the leading communist state during the 

Cold War?  The United States believed so at that time. Any social upheaval or uncertainty within 

foreign countries was automatically filtered through fear-driven American lens of communism. 

This was made all the trickier by the wily British state: experienced, well connected, and 

desperate to remove themselves from the ever-growing nightmare of Iraq. The British 

understood that the political upheaval in Iraq was nationalist, born of the desire to create an 

independent Iraqi state. Given this perspective, the British chose to use the well-known 

American fear of communist threat as a way to secure western maintenance of the Middle East 

while simultaneously allowing for Britain to retreat from their former role of colonial power.   

The Iraqi revolution of 1958 was the culmination of many complex and interrelated 

factors, building in intensity over the post-World War II era. The first was the British and 

American influence on and management of Iraq, and of the Middle East generally, in the pursuit 

of their individual Cold War objectives. Chapter 1 describes the process whereby the British 

began to cede real power to the United States while simultaneously maintaining its role as the 

behind-the-scenes political leader, with Prime Minister Nuri al-Said as its chief operating officer. 

Nuri was the face of Iraq, he served fourteen times as prime minister alone, dominating the Iraqi 

political scene consistently throughout the twentieth century. Given the West’s exclusive focus 

on Iraq’s foreign policy as supporting western ideals and stability in the Middle East, Nuri was 

left to manage Iraq’s internal affairs without much supervision by imperial Britain. His power 
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base was the landed upper class and the higher-level political officials left over from Ottoman 

days. He was therefore unwilling and unable to promulgate the structural societal changes 

needed to lift the living standard of the majority of the population. Thus, in hindsight, the west’s 

reliance on Nuri was a ticking time bomb. Brigadier Abd al-Karim Qasim and the military group 

supporting him took advantage of the opportunity afforded to them in July of 1958, and seized 

control, destroying the time bomb of the Hashemite monarchy, Nuri’s government, and British 

dominance over Iraq.  

The second factor was the complex relationships among the varied social classes. The 

majority of the population was living in poverty, ignored by the government under Nuri al-Said, 

and thus had strong reasons for supporting a social matrix pushing regime change.  Chapter 2 

describes the key social strata, their aspirations and the repressive regime that controlled all 

political activity up until the beginnings of effective organization among the army in 1956.  

There were four key groups: 

1. The powerful landed class and the wealthy merchant class: These were Nuri al-Said and 
the Iraqi monarchy’s constituents. 

2. The rural peasants of the feudal system and the urban poor, particularly in Baghdad 
during the 1950s as migration from the countryside to Baghdad increased: These groups 
were both economically and politically disenfranchised. 

3. The growing middle class and intelligentsia: These groups were the politically active, but 
repressed, elements that formed the leading opposition groups but were never allowed to 
gain power or representation in government. 

4. The military, a class by itself because it reflected Iraq’s social strata with the same 
diverse economic and political aspirations within the population at large. 

Superimposed on these strata was Nuri’s repressive regime that kept the wealthy landowners and 

politically important upper class in economic and political power over 95% of Iraq’s population.  

Nuri failed to reform the feudal agricultural system, deploy Iraq’s increasing oil revenues in 

ways that benefited the bulk of the population, and failed to address the growing Arab 
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nationalism sweeping the Middle East.  As a result, while the population was ripe for a change, it 

was never able to plan and organize any serious uprising until presented with an opportunity to 

express its discontent after the coup. 

How successful was the revolution of 1958? Although violent, the coup went off without 

a hitch and there was widespread support of the new regime – the making of a successful 

revolution. The British-supported monarchy was overthrown and a republic established with the 

promise of democratic political ideals and a new wave of economic reform to abolish the feudal 

system and promote prosperity for all sectors previously ignored. Chapter 2 describes the internal 

situation in Iraq that allowed for the widespread support of any kind of regime change due to 

economic and political malaise. The majority of the population was unhappy with the 

government of Nuri al-Said however but political oppression meant that no party that could take 

over without the surprise-factor and murder of the former governmental leaders. Unfortunately, 

the economic and political conditions that supported a revolution were unable to bring about a 

democratic regime with a clear political and social agenda. Chapter 3 examines the events and 

reasons why the revolution never measured up to its promise or the people’s expectations. Prime 

Minister Abd al-Karim Qasim, as the Brigadier was later known, was mercurial and paranoid 

about any opposition, including any perceived opposition from the army. He only maintained 

power for five years, wherein he attempted to played military and civilian groups against one 

another to thwart any opposition and create a cult of personality. Focused on his own survival, he 

never brought about the profound structural change required to raise the standard of living for 

most Iraqis and left a legacy of political chaos and ineffectiveness. 

In the study of this vast and multifaceted conflict I have consulted the documentation 

available at the National Archives at Kew Gardens, London. I have also utilized the Cambridge 
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Archives compilations of British documents from the National Archives to supplement my 

independent research in England. Additionally I accessed the source material at the National 

Archives in Washington D.C. alongside the collection of Foreign Relations of the United States.  

I owe a debt of gratitude to the previous scholars whose secondary sources provided both 

exceptional background information and viewpoints to challenge my own basic understanding, 

forcing many a rewrite and strengthening of arguments. Of particular interest were Peter 

Sluglett’s Iraq since 1958, Waldemar Gallman’s Iraq under General Nuri, Richie Ovendale’s 

Britain, the United States, and the Transfer of Power in the Middle East, and Roger Louis’s 

compilation The Iraqi Revolution of 1958 alongside Hanna Batatu’s masterful Old Social Classes 

of Iraq. In utilizing these sources I have sought to create a full picture of what happened, why, 

and how the revolution that began that fateful Monday morning went on to change the balance of 

power between the British and the United States, and continue to affect the society and 

government of Iraqi to this day. How did the British and United States forces miss the signs of 

the impending revolution, and how did they reacted when blindsided?  

My main research interest, contribution to the literature written about this age, and 

dominant focus surrounds the persistent efforts by the UK to shed its responsibilities over the 

1950s period building up to efforts to turn over responsibility of Iraq to the United States. Britain 

successfully created a world necessitating an American assumption of leadership and allowing 

for Britain’s final hurrah as the ultimate colonial power. Whitehall and the British government 

goaded the United States into believing that there was a great risk of Iraq falling prey to 

Communism. Due to the pervasive nature of the red scare mentality and post-McCarthyism in 

the United States, this was a fairly easy sell, and the British effectively shifted power while 

maintaining Middle Eastern stability and their economic interests in the region. After the failures 
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of the Suez Crisis, the abandonment of Palestine, and the revolution in Iran, the 1950s were not 

Britain’s strongest decade. The hegemon was forced to give up the last remains of empire and 

goad the United States into taking the lead, controlling the region and protecting the western 

interests therein.1  Although this was not a new phenomenon, the Americans were similarly 

coerced into involvement in Vietnam after the terribly unsuccessful French attempt at containing 

the burden of South East Asia, the British were master craftsmen of such deception and delusion-

weaving.2 While these sources may be circumspect, we can assume that the UK understood that 

the US would pick up any slack because it had to – there was no other choice.  There are a 

number of sources to convey the UK’s reluctance to engage the US in Middle East defense, yet it 

did so confident in the US willingness to engage in the region to protect western interests, 

including its own. 

 

 
 

  

                                                
1 Elizabeth Monroe, Britain’s Moment in the Middle East (London, 1981) pp. 172. 
2 For more on the American involvement in French Indochina, later Vietnam, and the gullible 
nature of the American foreign service, see Mark Lawrence’s book Assuming the Burden: 
Europe and the American Commitment to War in Vietnam, (University of California Press, 
2007). 
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Chapter 2 
 

Who is the Horse and Who is the Rider? 

 

On Monday, July 14, 1958, Iraq went dark. No contact was possible between the United 

Kingdom’s Foreign Office in Whitehall and the diplomatic corps in Baghdad. Britain struggled 

to put together the pieces, seeking some understanding as to what had befallen their longtime 

protectorate and last key stronghold in the Middle East. A coup d’état was underfoot. Word 

slowly trickled out of the region: the Hashemite monarchy, installed and supported by the United 

Kingdom, was no longer in power, and King Faisal II, Prince Abd al-llah, and Prime Minister 

Nuri al-Said had all been killed.  

The revolution in Iraq, and the way in which the United States and Great Britain dealt 

with the aftermath, provides a view into a global changing of the guards occurring throughout the 

1950s. The sun was finally setting on the British Empire as London struggled to maintain 

economic solvency and political stability after the human and economic carnage sustained during 

World War II. Britain could no longer support its empire, nor could it let go of its sterling 

revenues from Iran, Iraq, and the Gulf. Similarly, dawn was breaking on the United States’ 

newfound leadership over the whole of the “free world” despite its previously held isolationist 

stance. The old and new hegemons effectively played a game of chicken, trying to entrap the 

other into keeping control over the historically uncontrollable Arab region centered in Iraq. By 

the end of the 1950s, United States realized too late it had been pulled into the fog of Middle 
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Eastern politics and “become victims of our own reputation…the Arabs feel that we have the 

resources with which to perform miracles in their countries if only we desired to do so.”3 

I endeavor to show how the foreign policy of the United States and the United Kingdom 

led to the United States’ expanded role as anti-communist protector of Iraq, and how the United 

Kingdom managed to protect its interests while alleviating, however regretfully, previously held 

obligations toward Middle Eastern security. At the outset, the United States did not wish to take 

on the role of policeman of the Arab world, yet by the 1960s it had fully accepted the 

responsibility, which it holds to this day. I am specifically interested in exploring how the United 

Kingdom was able to gracefully facilitate that complete shift in power, and how the United 

States fell into the great empire’s trap. 

Yet the evidence for the entrapment of the United States to serve British needs in the 

region with purposeful intent is indeed circumstantial. There is little direct evidence of the 

British manipulation due to the pervasive diplomatic-speak on both sides in the extensive 

telegrams and saved communications between the two nations. However underlying British 

ideology and patterns used again and again lead to the overwhelming conclusions that Britain 

knowingly used the US’s anti-communism stance to goad the State Department into assuming 

responsibilities for Middle East defense and preserving the financial and political interests of 

Britain. This chapter provides sufficient evidence of the decisions behind Britain abandoning its 

responsibilities to conclude that the fading empire knew that the US would step in due to the 

Cold War backdrop and the growing anti-communist fervor. Britain’s precise policy and whether 

or not Whitehall thought though this turnover of power as craftily as I suggest may never be fully 

                                                
3 Statement by the National Security Council of Long-Range U.S. Policy Toward the Near East, 
24 January 1958, NSC 5801/1, Foreign Relations of the United States 1958-1960, Volume XII, 
pp. 24. 
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known. Yet the documents, and the end result of British success, speak to the British ability to 

control the chaos even as the final curtain fell on its centuries of world domination. 

In order to understand the incredible significance of the revolution of 1958, one must first 

look briefly at the situation in Iraq under the lengthy tenure of the Hashemite Monarchy and 

front man, Nuri al-Said. The British and American focus on Iraq’s foreign policy as the primary 

method to limit any Soviet influence left Iraq vulnerable to domestic discontent. With Nuri at the 

helm there was little incentive to make the tough decisions needed to address Iraq’s crippling 

poverty.  Nuri’s constituency was the wealthy landlords in control of Iraq’s feudal agricultural 

society and the political officials left over from the Ottoman days. After the 1952 revolution in 

Egypt, the rise of Nasserism, the popularity of Arab unity, and an end to colonial power, Nuri’s 

position in Iraq was unstable. Yet he failed to address the instability of his situation, assuming 

that his rule and the monarchical structure of the Iraqi government would long outlast him. 

Indeed, he was able to control the country for years and might have been able to keep power 

indefinitely had he not made one crucial mistake: instructing armed troops, which he believed to 

be loyal to him, to march through Baghdad on their way to Iraq’s border with its ally, Jordan. As 

the UK and the US busied themselves with swapping positions to fight communism more 

effectively, the combination of Nuri’s failure to raise the standard of living and his strong arm 

tactics to quell any domestic opposition led to a military and civilian readiness to support any 

movement towards regime change. 

The first telegram of July 14th came to Whitehall courtesy of Ankara.4 The Turkish 

Ambassador to Baghdad reported the destruction and sacking of the British Embassy, the 

                                                
4 FO 371 Foreign Office Telegram No. 1087 from Sir J. Bowker, Ankara to Whitehall. July 14, 
1958. Emergency. National Archives, London. 
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possible death of British embassy officials, rumors of escape or possible death of King Faisal and 

Prime Minister Nuri al-Said. The country was in turmoil and the Foreign Office was reliant on 

allies’ sources of information as their own embassy was in flames, both figuratively and literally. 

Iran, the United States, and Lebanon all contributed conflicting information as to the 

whereabouts of British officials as well as the leadership and royal family of Iraq. The United 

States’ embassy was surrounded and the Iranian Embassy Radio provided the only link between 

Tehran and Baghdad.5  

Change rocked the Iraqi capital as Baghdad Radio, in the hands of the new, revolutionary 

government, announced the establishment of the Iraqi Republic. Brigadier Abdul Karim Qasim 

headed the government as Prime Minister and his cabinet contained nationalists including 

Mohammad Hadid and Siddeq Shausal.6 The Iraqi capital was swarmed with revelers, 

celebrating the new age of Iraq and the end of 40 years of monarchical rule.7 The news was 

everywhere in Baghdad: Abdul Karim Qasim shot King Faisal II and the entire royal family in 

the courtyard of the royal palace. Prime Minister Nuri al-Said attempted to escape from the 

capital disguised as a woman. However, a day later he was recognized due to the men’s shoes 

peeking out from beneath his foustan (dress). Shot and buried like the royal family, Nuri al-

Said’s body was then dug up by an angry mob. The end of the era of British backed monarchy in 

Iraq was marked by the horrifying image of Nuri’s body, mutilated and dragged through the 

                                                                                                                                                       
Additional information was gleaned from a telegram from Mr. Scott of the Beirut office to 
Whitehall two hours later: telegram No. 1001 of July 14. 
5 FO 371 Foreign Office telegram No. 519 from Sir R. Stevens, Tehran, to Whitehall, July 15, 
1958. Emergency, Confidential. National Archives, London. 
6 FO 371 Foreign Office telegram No.1267 from Sir M. Wright to Whitehall, 14 July 1958, 
National Archives, London. 
7 However it is unclear just how real those revelers were as many sources indicate they might 
have been brought in by the usurpers in order to achieve a false illustration of complete support 
behind the new ruling power of Abdul Karim Qasim.  
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streets of Baghdad.8 In truly savage fashion, the Prime Minister’s body was run over by a car, 

and left unrecognizable, said by some to resemble bastourma, a traditional Iraqi sausage meat.9 

Clearly the nation of Iraq had had enough of the monarchical government and Nuri al-Said. 

Yet despite the overall fervor of the post revolutionary feeling of excitement in Iraq, the 

coup took the United States and the United Kingdom, the two key powers in the region, by 

surprise. Indeed, a United States National Intelligence Estimate just six weeks before the coup 

lists the primary Middle East problems as the United Arab Republic (Egypt and Syria) gaining 

traction with Soviet support and the inability of pro-western governments to protect themselves 

without external support.  The Estimate suggests that hostilities could break out if Jordan 

collapsed, if Israel decided to take control militarily or if Nasser resorted to military force. 

Nowhere was there mention of a possible uprising in Iraq.10 The US was proposing arms sales to 

Iraq, where Nuri was seen as unquestionably stable as late as April 1958.11 As the coup unfolded, 

both the United States and the United Kingdom struggled to even get in contact with their 

sources and nationals in the region, much less to understand why this revolution had been 

planned, occurred, and succeeded.12 It’s no wonder – they were focused exclusively on foreign 

                                                
8 Hanna Batatu, The Old Social Classes, pp. 764–807 
9 Simons, Geoff; Iraq: From Sumer to Saddam, p. 218; C.H. Johnston to E.M. Rose, ‘Secret’, 28 
July 1958, FO 371/134201. 
10 National Intelligence Estimate: Trends in the Middle East in Light of Arab Unity 
Developments, NIE 36-58, 5 June 1958. Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), 1958-
1960, Near East Region, Volume XII.  
11 Memorandum of Conversation between Under Secretary of State Christian Herter and Deputy  
Under Secretary for Economic Affairs C. Douglas Dillon on Jet Planes for Lebanon, Jordan and 
Iraq, 22 April 1958, FRUS 1958-1960, Near East Region, Volume XII. 
12 It is important to understand that the terms coup d’état and revolution are used interchangeably 
by the Free Officers and those speaking about the Iraqi Revolution of 1958. Typically a coup 
d’état signifies a change in leadership within the same structure of government and a revolution 
necessitates a complete change in governmental structure. In Iraq both terms are used 
interchangeably because the event falls somewhere between the two terms. Qasim did become 
the Prime Minister so although there was no longer a King, the system of government was not 
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policy and neglected the societal conditions that were ripe for a revolution. Just as the new Iraqi 

government was basking in the light of a new era for the nation, and the newly free Iraqis 

celebrated across the country, the past and future global hegemons were struggling in the dark.  

It took several weeks for Whitehall to compile a full account of July 14th, both the 

logistics of the coup itself, as well as the attacks on the British Embassy and British officials. 

The Free Officers who planned and executed the revolution were a pan-Arabist group including 

Brigadier Abd al-Karim Qasim and Colonel Abd al-Salam Arif who had been inspired by their 

successful namesakes in Egypt under Nasser. These original Egyptian Free Officers were, of 

course, responsible for the 1952 Egyptian Revolution and installation of Gamal Abdel Nasser as 

President of Egypt. This was also the modus operandi for effectively evicting the British 

occupation of Egypt. The Egyptian movement came to fruition as a result of the 1948 War 

against Israel. The goals of the Free Officers centered on a perceived need to rid the Middle East 

of the corrupt, Western backed regimes that supported Israel and that weakened a potential future 

of a united Arab region.  Thus, inspired by the similar aims, the Iraqi branch began to plot their 

coup in 1956. According to their statements after the coup, the motives behind the necessary 

overhaul of the Iraqi political system stemmed from the rise of Iraqi Arab nationalism and anti-

British (thereby anti-Hashemite) sentiment after the end of World War II.13 

This anti-imperialism had been steadily growing in Iraq in the years leading up to the 

revolution. The British were well aware of these sentiments yet failed to comprehend the serious 

implications.  In April of 1958, mere months before the coup, Sir Michael Wright, British 

Ambassador to Iraq, outlined the possibility of an insurgence in Iraq. He alludes to a potential 

                                                                                                                                                       
completely altered. Obviously the head of the previous government was killed and therefore a 
coup did occur. Thus, in this paper I will be using the two terms interchangeably. 
13 Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq, pp. 291-293.  
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belief in Britain’s “sinister role” but suggests that “the main points put forward by the 

Opposition are liberalism and reform at home and neutralism abroad…full freedom of speech, of 

association and of elections, and…the same form of democracy as we have in the United 

Kingdom.”14 Thus, it seemed that Britain had a chance of acting as a mentor to usher Iraq into a 

modern, twentieth century style of free society. The British Foreign Office believed that they 

were in total control, even going so far as to hubristically identify who the leaders of a potential 

future revolutionary situation might be.15 Yet they believed that no coup could possibly occur as 

long as the strength of the British Foreign Office supported the Iraqi monarchy. They had no clue 

what was to befall their shockingly unstable position in the region.  

The Iraqi monarchy and Nuri al-Said’s government had been installed and supported by 

the British since its conception in 1932. Yet in the 1950s the situation became especially 

untenable across the Arab world. Particularly after the 1948 War, the rise of Nasser in Egypt, and 

the Suez Crisis, any ties to the Empire in the Middle East were unfavorable. The coup in Iraq had 

been brewing for two years, with the Free Officers planning and discussing the eventuality of 

intense governmental change. However, the choice of revolution for the evening of July 13th 

occurred purely due to chance and good timing. The military units were usually left unarmed due 

to Prime Minister Nuri al-Said’s paranoia about security and loyalty. Due to their current mission 

                                                
14 Letter from Michael Wright, British Embassy, Baghdad to Selwyn Lloyd, Foreign Office, 
London. April 22, 1958. Confidential. National Archives, London. pp. 5. 
15 Sir Michael Wright foreshadowed the coup, writing: “If for one reason or another a 
revolutionary situation developed in Iraq, it is extremely unlikely that any of the rich radicals on 
top of the iceberg would play any significant part. It is much more likely that a leader would be 
thrown up from among the younger, probably lower middle class, intellectuals or Army 
officers.” Yet he did nothing to prevent that eventuality, as he believed such a coup would be 
impossible with the strength of British leadership behind the monarchy and Nuri al-Said. Letter 
from Michael Wright, British Embassy, Baghdad to Selwyn Lloyd, Foreign Office, London. 
April 22, 1958. Confidential. National Archives, London. pp. 10. 



 16 

to protect Jordan they were armed.16 All troops, including the Free Officers members, were 

deployed to the Iraq-Jordanian border by Nuri al-Said in order to show a united strength against 

the Syrian-Egyptian threat as the United Arab Republic (UAR).  The popular pan-Arabist UAR 

went up against the newly founded Iraq-Jordan Arab Union. This was a tough pill for patriotic 

Iraqis to swallow as the Iraq-Jordan union was imposed by the monarchies who were united 

under their British sponsorship. The grumblings of pan-Arabist sentiment encouraged many of 

the youth to become enamored with the promise of the UAR.17 The mission of the troops at the 

command of Nuri was therefore yet another symbol of the Hashemite monarchy standing with 

the British, not with the Iraqis.18 The troops loyal to the revolutionary ideas of Brigadier Abdul 

Karim Qasim abandoned this mission and instead traveled to Baghdad, completing their coup 

d’état with brutal conviction.19 Thus marked the new voice of Iraq, one of a people tired of 

colonial rule and non-representative government.  

This massive overthrow signifies the end of the key British role as de facto leader and 

Iraqi handler in the Middle East. The British role in Iraq was intrinsically tied to the Iraqi royal 

family and the government under Nuri al-Said. The British drew the lines of Iraq, installed the 

Hashemite monarchy, and bolstered their power through the years; thus, there was no way that 

                                                
16 The crisis in Jordan and Lebanon was reaching a critical point – the Iraqi revolution happened 
mere hours before US President Eisenhower authorized Operation Blue Bat to bolster the pro-
western Lebanese regime under Camille Chamoun against communist threat. This was the first 
application of the Eisenhower Doctrine.  
17 Batatu, The Old Social Classes, pp. 256. 
18 Wm. Roger Louis, The Iraqi Revolution of 1958, pp. 47-56. 
19 Prime Minister and Defense Minister Brigadier General Abel el Karim Qasim was described 
as a “Sunni Moslem, graduate of the Baghdad Staff College and the Senior Officers’ school. He 
commanded a Brigade in Jordan during the Suez Crisis. He speaks English, Turkish, and 
Kurdish.” Extremely popular, very religions, he “gave the impression of being a sincere and 
upright idealist, but with distinctly fanatical leanings.”  
Notes on members of Iraqi Revolutionary Government from The Embassy in Baghdad to 
Whitehall, London. July 14, 1958. Secret. 
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the empire could accept an entirely new and independent governmental structure. Its time with 

the protectorate of Iraq entirely committed to the British government had come to a close. The 

fall of the Iraqi leadership in Baghdad necessitated the end of the British influence over the 

whole Middle East region, and the Free Officers demanded an end to British occupation of their 

homeland. The British had already lost influence and substantial assets with the nationalization 

of oil in Iran and its management of the Suez Canal and rights to military bases in Egypt after the 

Suez Crisis; Iraq was the final holdout as the central core of Middle Eastern politics. The British 

still had power in the Gulf over the Trucial states; however, the Gulf countries did not have the 

same level of geo-strategic importance as Iraq or the same level of British involvement. Iraq was 

the final colony, the final holdout of the glorious days of Britain’s incredible Middle East 

Empire, making it of some sentimental significance to the formerly expansive empire.  

This surprising turn of events caught Britain unprepared as they were suddenly tossed 

into uncertainty. The main points of fear from the British perspective were in regard to the 

security of the oil flowing directly from protectorate to the motherland, the uncertainty of 

western friendliness in the post coup world order, particularly regarding the looming Soviet 

Union just north of Iraq, and the potential expansion of Nasserism across the region.20 Yet in the 

time following the coup, several meetings between Sir Michael Wright, British Ambassador, and 

members of the new government of Iraq should have set the British minds at ease. Mohammed 

Siddiq Shanshall, Iraqi Minister of Guidance under the new regime, clearly expressed the 

security of the independently owned oil in Iraq and the Iraqi desire for continued relations with 

                                                
20 Gamal Abdel Nasser was still loathed in the post-Suez British consciousness. Anthony’s 
distaste for and distrust of the Egyptian leader led to the continued lumping together of Nasser 
and Communism within the British Foreign Office. 
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the West.21 Regarding the ever-present discussion of communism and Nasser, Shanshall made it 

clear to Wright that:  

The New Régime was not Communist…Shanshall’s view was that [the 
Communists] were weak and did not constitute a danger at present. The Régime’s 
policy was to render them harmless by removing the causes of discontent i.e. 
carrying out a programme of social reform and distributing land to the 
peasants…Shanshall stressed continually that the new régime’s firm intention to 
resist Communism would be immeasurably strengthened if the West were 
prepared to cooperate with them…Shanshall spoke with Nasser, and … Nasser 
had told him on a previous occasion that he had been concerned at the advances 
made by Communism in Syria before the formation of the U.A.R. It had become a 
habit for the Syrians to ask the advice of the Soviet Ambassador before taking 
action to such an extent that they had been losing the power of acting on their own 
initiative. Nasser saw the danger of this position very clearly and had no intention 
that the Government of the U.A.R. should … become subservient to the Soviets.22 
 
Thus the British knew as early as July 27, 1958 that there was no imminent threat of 

Communism (even “soft” communism) taking hold either in Iraq or in Egypt, at least if they 

trusted Shanshall as much as the records indicate they did. All they had to ensure was western 

support of the anti-communist regime that was already in place. Clearly that was easy to 

accomplish, every western power was anti-communist in the Cold War era. Yet the key new 

western power, the United States, was still so fixated on communism, even in the post-McCarthy 

era, that the British realized the benefit of allowing fear to build within its ally to ensure 

continued US support and involvement in a turnover process.23 If the United States understood 

the lack of communist sentiment in the region it would not be as terrified to leave Iraq or 

surrounding countries undefended. The United Kingdom could not have that. Its security and 
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economic incentives necessitated a friendly power taking over control of the altogether unstable 

region as quickly as possible.  

It is rumored that Otto Von Bismarck often described relationships between world 

powers as one of a horse and a rider.24 Britain acted throughout its colonial history as the 

ultimate rider. Possessor of the largest empire and the most powerful country in the world, this 

tiny island land seemingly had all other nations under its control, controlling their every 

movement with the deft flick of a riding crop or maneuver of the reins. Yet in the post-Second 

World War international upheaval, Britain’s sudden economic strife and loss of internal support 

for the expensive colonialist role caused a potential for the rider to lose her seat. The United 

States, new global superpower, economically bolstering Europe under the Marshall Plan and 

following the doctrines set forth by Truman and Eisenhower to dictate a greater role in foreign 

policy, was not keen to act as Britain’s horse.25 Thus the power dynamics between the two 

nations were set to be tricky. The United States was expecting Britain to attempt to control and 

manipulate the situation politically and thus warily entered into the situation set against yielding 

to the fading star. George McGhee, the United States Assistant Secretary of State for Near 

Eastern, South Asian and African Affairs (and counterpart to Sir Michael Wright) described that 

insistence on taking a line independent from Britain on Middle East policy, where Washington’s 

interests diverged from Whitehall’s, was something that the British found hard to swallow in a 

region which had been under their control for so long.26 This power struggle set up a dynamic in 

which the United States, as shown through the writings of George McGhee, did not agree with 
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the anachronistic, colonial actions and “traditional condescension” of the British toward the 

Arabs yet did not want to relieve Britain of their responsibilities or take over full control of the 

historically unmanageable region.27  

This strained relationship has been framed in past scholarship as one of turnover in which 

the United States’ foreign policy shifted from Britain’s emphasis on keeping traditional colonial 

control to the US anti-communist fear prompting a more hands on approach to strengthening the 

leaders of the region and creating a solid anti-communist bloc. The US/UK special relationship 

emerged from the trust breakdown of the 1956 Suez Crisis surprisingly intact. Just six weeks 

after Suez, Eisenhower went so far as to state that the United States and Britain should put 

recriminations aside and work together.28 Clearly, there were more complicated issues to deal 

with than betrayal between the western powers.  

The United States was, at this point, stretched extremely thin. The State Department and 

military were deeply involved in the Cold War with the USSR, were recovering from the Korean 

War, and were ramping up involvement in the Vietnam War after French failure following the 

First Indo China War. McCarthyism and the Red Scare caused chaos within the United States 

government and it appeared as if the fog of war had overtaken the United States’ ability to see 

world conflict rationally. Everything was automatically tied to the impending Communist threat. 

The novice world power was overwhelmed by concern over the communist bastion lurking just 

north of Iraq, allowing Cold War politics to influence every foreign policy decision that the 

Americans made.  

                                                
27 FO 371/90127 Minutes of a meeting with McGhee at the Foreign Office on 3 April 1951, 
Secret.  
28 Memorandum of a Conversation, Mid-Ocean Club, Bermuda, March 23, 1957, 10:30am 
between Dulles and Lloyd. FRUS, 1955-1957, Volume XII, Near East Region, pp.466. 
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The United States State Department did not wish to take on yet another region to protect 

against the reach of USSR influence, and thus needed the British to maintain control over Iraq 

and the Northern Tier countries close to the Soviet border.29 However, starting a decade before 

the revolution, at the Anglo-American talks on the Middle East in Washington in July, 1949, the 

United States already saw the British starting to make a move toward entrapping the Americans 

as the new western power in charge of the region. Washington was certainly prepared to play a 

role in the new post-World War II Middle East, but the US was unwilling to relieve Britain and 

the Commonwealth of the full responsibility for the region. Particularly in Egypt, the United 

States could benefit from using British bases and airfields as attack points to gain quick access to 

the Soviet Union. Additionally, Britain’s emphasis on security and protection for the interests of 

the Commonwealth, namely oil access, in the region certainly helped in American economic 

security and political stability as well.30 

United States foreign policy at this time can be easily seen through the Truman Doctrine 

of 1947 and the Eisenhower Doctrine a decade later, in 1957. The goal of the Truman Doctrine 

was to “provide political, military and economic assistance to all democratic nations under threat 

from external or internal authoritarian forces.” The Truman Doctrine, delivered to Congress on 

March 12, 1947, emphasized ‘democratic,’ an obligation that was never really observed and was 

abandoned in the later Eisenhower Doctrine so that the United States could intervene in any 

nation, democratic or otherwise, if the threat was external aggression. The doctrine was created 
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as a response to the post World War II encroachment of Soviet influence in Iran and the US 

notion that it should assist free people against totalitarian regimes. George F. Kennan, a Foreign 

Service Officer, wrote an anonymous article in 1947 for Foreign Affairs referred to as the “X-

Article.”  He wrote about containment as “long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment 

of Russian expansive tendencies.”31 There was no recognition of the internal social reforms and 

land distribution that Shanshall later alluded to as key objectives within either the Truman or 

Eisenhower Doctrines. Instead, all emphasis was focused on international, external power 

dynamics of communism, rather than any attempts fight communism through improving social 

programs within the borders of states like Iraq. Had the US aligned itself with Shanshall’s words 

of wisdom earlier, the implications of Nuri’s dangerous repressive techniques might have been 

mitigated, leading for less widespread support of Qasim’s revolution. Instead, for the United 

States, and by extension, Great Britain, all focus was on the elimination of any obvious internal 

or external communist threat without thought to the idea that communism may be symptomatic 

of larger concerns.  

The Truman Doctrine remained the cornerstone of United States foreign policy until 

Congress approved the Eisenhower Doctrine in March of 1957, just a year before the Iraqi 

Revolution. The Eisenhower Doctrine included the same containment policy to fight communism 

yet the doctrine authorized the United States to assist any nation or group of nations in the 

general area of the Middle East in the development of economic strength dedicated to the 

maintenance of national independence, regardless of political system. This meant that the United 

States was publicly announcing its readiness to send armed forces or monetary assistance to 
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secure and protect any nations who asked for help against overt external armed aggression from 

any nation controlled by international Communism.  

At this time, many Arabs viewed Egyptian president Gamal Abdel Nasser as a role model 

for Arab nationalism and a leading light for pan-Arabism. Nasser was the ultimate politician, and 

as such, had already bought arms from the USSR in 1955. This move infuriated the US, and 

Nasser’s supposedly ‘opening a new Soviet front’ was thereafter the excuse given for almost any 

anti-communist action or aid in the intervening years.32 Thus, the United States announced its 

willingness to support anti-communist, pro-western states abroad in the 1950s. Although this 

seemed like a sensible statement of intent to warn off the Soviet Union, by publically committing 

itself to policing the Middle East and trolling for communist enclaves, the United States set itself 

up to be exploited. All a country had to do was warn of the possibility of communist insurrection 

and some external threat, and the United States would assist to preserve the integrity of the 

government at hand.  

When it announced the new Eisenhower Doctrine, the United States clearly believed that 

it would not be the sole western power in the region preventing the spread of communism in the 

Middle East. Due to its financial and geographic constrictions in the early to mid-1950s and its 

belief in Britain’s superior intelligence of the culture and politics of Iraq and the Middle East in 

general, the United States clearly still wanted Britain to run point on the Middle East. The State 

Department supported “a continuing important British role in Iraq, but should not allow 

deference to British wishes to block the exercise of…US responsibility…particularly in the 
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military assistance sphere.33 Britain with its increasing unpopularity after Suez realized that to 

maintain economic and internal political stability it had to turn over custody and power in the 

region to the United States. The Marshall Plan would not keep it financially bolstered forever, 

and, therefore, it had to let go of its costly colonialist responsibilities. But Anthony Eden, then 

Prime Minster, was dedicated to a non-appeasement strategy with Nasser despite the American 

tolerance of nationalist movements. 

The new wave of political theory supported by the Truman and Eisenhower doctrines was 

a direct response to the altered landscape that Britain had created by constricting its efforts 

abroad to bare necessities, effectively dropping out as the eminent global power. Britain was 

certainly never keen to grant independence to colonies or protectorates or, for that matter, to 

open the area to competitive commercial interests of the US, and yet there was, at this point, no 

other sustainable choice. Britain foisted Cold War protection of Greece and the Mediterranean on 

the United States beginning in 1947 and, with French failure abroad, forced the United States to 

step up.34 The United States thus assumed this responsibility, catapulting itself into the leader 

and financial backer of the Cold War.35 Containment became the word of the day as Britain took 

a backseat, comfortable in the understanding espoused by Churchill that an escalation to a hot 

war remained unlikely. With the 1952 successful test of the American hydrogen bomb, the 

British response was a swift reaction of requiring a bomb for itself in order to maintain its visage 

of dominance. Yet underlying this competitive spirit lay the further understanding that with the 

advent of thermo-nuclear weapons, an escalation of war was unlikely, as such an eventuality 

                                                
33 United States Objectives and Policies with Respect to the Near East, Department of State, S/P-
NSC Files: Lot 61 D 167, NSC 5801 File. Top Secret. FRUS 1955-1957, Volume XII, Near East 
Region, pp. 619. 
34 French failure abroad refers, as in the introduction, to French Indochina and the American 
entrance into Vietnam.  
35 Louis (ed.) The Iraqi Revolution of 1958, pp. 17. 



 25 

would be disastrous for all. It would remain a cold war, only heating up in the various proxy 

conflicts. Thus Britain could safely begin to reduce the number of forces in the Middle East 

without fear of a power vacuum actually swallowing up the region in war.36 It could relinquish 

the Middle East as a pillar of its defense, albeit deeply unhappily. With this understanding, then 

came the classic, if sheepish, desire to save face and make the appearance of the situation 

suitable to British audiences. Centuries of complete control meant that allowing a former colony 

to become the foremost superpower was against the very nature of the British way. 

The United Kingdom was already shedding Middle Eastern responsibility in the lead-up 

and aftermath of the 1958 Revolution, as it knew that the United States would pick up the slack. 

The United States had the most to lose regarding instability in the Middle East, particularly given 

its interests in Saudi oil and the understanding that it would have to intervene militarily or at 

least financially to curb any serious hostilities or anti-western activities. The communist USSR, 

just on the boarder of the Northern Tier states, was cause enough for concern, not to mention the 

increasingly anti-western sentiments, and the difficulties caused due to Washington’s 

unwavering support of the wildcard Israeli government and its aggressive stance in the region. 

Additionally, the United States was a fairly new, naïve, and untested global superpower. Even 

though it saw nationalism as a natural and mostly benign outcome of independence after years of 

colonial rule, it was new to the role of global superpower and thus was easily controlled by 

British thought and influence. Even though the United States understood the self-serving British 

agenda, including its manipulation of other powers, and knew all about British excellence as a 

global rider, Eisenhower was still left holding the short straw. 

                                                
36 Ovendale (ed.) British Defence Policy, pp. 97-109. 



 26 

The United Kingdom used the instability of the new government of Brigadier Qasim to 

control the United States like a marionette. Britain had many meetings with the new leaders of 

Iraq in the weeks and months following the revolution. Ambassador Sir Michael was kept busy, 

attempting to sort through the aims of the government and to insure that Britain would not be 

blindsided again. The main concerns of the British were, of course, oil, security, and encroaching 

communism. On July 28, just two weeks after the revolution he met with Mohammed Mahdi 

Kubba, a member of the Council of State under Qasim. In their meeting, Kubba stressed the 

mutual interest shared by Iraq and the West, particularly Britain, regarding access to oil reserves. 

On the matter of communism, he reassured Sir Michael that the Arabs had no intention of 

exchanging one form of imperialism for another. In the issues of Arab neutrality, he understood 

the fear that the Soviets were experts at subversion and once the door had been opened to them 

they would try to work against the stability and continuation of a moderately liberal régime. 

However Kubba emphasized that Iraqi authorities would be able to thwart the dangers of 

subversion from the USSR and satellite diplomats.37 

 In all subsequent meetings between Wright and the new leaders of the Iraqi government 

these ideas of anti-communism within Iraq and oil security are emphasized. On top of that, the 

relationship between Iraq and Britain appears to not be quite what the British believed it to be. 

The Iraqis identify the relationship with the British as a key cornerstone of the identity of the 

nation. They differentiate between the anti-imperialist sentiment and anti-British sentiment. As 

Kubba explained, the Iraqis simply wanted their own state, to be in charge of themselves, as the 

US assumed the natural outcome of nationalism would be. This did not necessitate a break from 
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the British entirely, nor did Iraq want the United States to come in and exert itself as the new 

colonial ruler. Indeed, Sir Michael alluded to the differentiation in that:  

They do not appear to wish for an early break with Britain or the West. In fact 
there appears to have been a deliberate attempt during the past few days to soothe 
British feelings. The Prime Minister and the Minister of Finance have both told 
our Ambassador that they wished Iraq and Britain to continue to be 
friends…general regret had been expressed a the sack of the British embassy.38 

 
 If this was the actual sentiment driving the British-Iraqi relationship, why was Britain so 

hasty in their move to get out of the region? The rational, anti-imperialist nationalist views 

appear quite justified, especially given the competition between Egypt and Iraq for de facto 

leader of the Middle East, and normal in response to a desired role of Iraqis in their own self-

governance. Yet here one must remember the role that Britain was accustomed to playing, and 

the hubristic tendencies of the empire in decline. The British had already been forced due to 

economic and political circumstances to give up strongholds across the world it used to 

singlehandedly control. Britain had an existential crisis as a world leader and it could no longer 

support any empire, yet this new backseat role was not one the country was pleased to play.  

Perhaps it was less painful to simply cut all ties with Iraq rather than work with the country as a 

newfound equal. If McGhee was correct in his prior analysis of the paternalistic British view of 

Iraq as intrinsically lesser, and the race of Arabs needing constant oversight, then the idea of 

allowing Iraq to become a full and equal country was perhaps too much for Britain to swallow. 

In his talks with Wright, Kubba went so far as to mention the necessity of the West to treat 

Israelis and Arabs equally and to insist upon France acknowledging and freeing the 10 million 
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Algerians upon whom they continued to force their control.39 This was the first time that the 

Iraqis had put themselves forward as a global player or offered a serious opinion on the actions 

of western powers. Suddenly the United States and Britain needed to control the region not only 

due to the collective belief that the Arabs were incapable of doing so on their own but because 

these countries now had opinions and ways in which to forcefully comment on hot button topics 

like the French in Algeria and United States backing of Israel. Akin to when a teenager asserts 

himself to a parent for the first time, Iraq was flexing its proverbial muscles. The United 

Kingdom was uncomfortable with this role reversal and upset in the traditional power dynamics 

between the two states and simply wanted out of the unfamiliar situation at hand.  

 In the Foreign Office’s publication on the immediate outlook of Iraq under the new 

government it was obvious that "its ‘anti imperialism’ consists of opposition to any special 

British position (real or imagined) in Iraq.”40 This did not mean that Britain could have no 

relationship with Iraq. The opposite was true, actually. The Iraqi government wished to have 

good relationships with the western powers, continuing to depend on them for both domestic 

investment and military aid. The Iraqi government under Qasim just desired complete control 

sans outside intervention. Indeed, Britain knew that “the new regime cannot be described as 

being hostile to the West. It is certainly not committed to the Communists.”41 As such, the cries 

of the United Kingdom, that it was forced out of Iraq by the government who no longer wished 

to have any dealings with it, were unfounded. Similarly, the idea that Iraq would fall under the 

influence of the USSR was improbable on two counts. Firstly, due to the understanding that the 
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country was not committed to the communist ideology proposed by the Soviet government. 

Secondly, due to the clear Iraqi desire to be self-governed and free of any and all remnants of 

imperialist rule of any kind. That would include falling under the iron fist of the Soviet Union.  

 Knowing the situation, the United Kingdom could have chosen to remain involved as a 

friend and support to the newly independent Iraqi state. Instead, it allowed, and encouraged, the 

United States’ fears of communist insurrection to fester and bubble to the surface. As Britain 

pulled out of the region, the United States saw Iraq turning to the ‘dark side’ of communism, an 

overly zealous fear. Rather than quieting this American misunderstanding of the Iraqi 

perspective, Britain allowed it to snowball into greater US involvement even when it knew that 

Iraq desired to maintain its status as an independent state and therefore was not drawn to 

communist interference. Really all that Iraq needed was the space to sort through its new 

nationalistic viewpoint. Britain realized this and its subsequent vulnerabilities as Whitehall 

articulated its understanding of Iraq’s goals for their newfound statehood. Listed under the 

overarching Arab Nationalist Radical Programme, these ideas centered on the tenants of anti-

imperialism, hostility toward Israel, social reform and wealth redistribution, Arab unity, and 

neutrality between the Great Power blocs.42 However, Britain did not share this greater 

understanding with its partner in the region. Thus the United States went into its relationship 

with Iraq as the global hegemon du jour with completely skewed objectives not representative of 

the actual situation. The US could never hope to gain traction or respect in Iraq while doggedly 

pursuing its panic filled anti-communism agenda. Additionally, the utter avoidance of the Iraqi 
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issues with American policy in Israel, and US support of the Baghdad Pact meant that 

miscommunication ran rampant between the new regime flexing its muscles and the unprepared 

global superpower running on fear and uncertainty.  

Britain realized at the close of World War II that it could no longer fully support its 

Middle East interests by exercising complete control over all aspects of life in the Middle East. 

The burden was simply too great. Yet it needed to retain security and stability in the Levant both 

for its own defense and for vital economic and commercial reasons. Whitehall did not want to 

put in the required “time and hard work to establish confidence between the Arabs and the West. 

Words were not enough and the West needed to act if the Arabs were to believe in its stated 

friendship.”43 Thus it opted for a publicly clean break from the region. Britain pushed the United 

States, as the strong and interventionist ally, to step up and pursue the previously held British 

role of policing and dominating the political scene in the region. The United States was reluctant 

to jump into another controversial arena, but given its declared role as protector of free peoples 

and self-determination, as laid out in the Eisenhower Doctrine, it had little choice. If the United 

States did not step into this new role, it would appear hypocritical or foolish.  

Britain carefully shed its Middle East responsibilities, beginning with Greece and Turkey 

in 1947, its Palestine mandate in 1948, its control over Egypt beginning in 1952, its reliance on 

the US to fund the Baghdad Pact in 1955, and its botched attempt to gain control of the Suez 

Canal and base in 1956.44  It placed the US, naïve in its relationships with the Middle East, in the 

difficult position of having to assume the responsibility of protecting the Middle East as a key 
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commercial resource and bulwark against Soviet encroachment into Africa.  Washington 

responded by establishing its new role as superpower because it was coerced into doing so in this 

region, but it somehow welcomed the task, perhaps as confirmation of its growing power and 

influence. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Iraqi Communism: The Real Deal 
 
 

The US became involved in Iraq due to a perceived threat of communist encroachment.    

The Iraq Communist Party (ICP) had existed but was severely repressed by the Nuri regime.  But 

it saw some hope under the new regime. But was it really a danger? In order to understand the 

true role and potential danger of communism in Iraq, it is imperative that one understands the 

convoluted timeline of the beginning days of Qasim’s schizophrenic rule. Qasim and Colonel 

Abd as Salaam Arif jointly led the 1958 coup. Arif was pro-Nasser, pan-Arabist, and wanted to 

join the UAR and help in the creation of a real pan-Arab state. Qasim was not interested in 

joining the UAR, as he clearly rejected any notion of relinquishing power to Nasser. Arif was 

supported by the nationalist Ba’ath Party; Qasim supported by Iraq Communist Party (ICP), 

mostly by default. The army had no coherent ideology and lacked organization. By January of 

1959, Qasim arrested and detained Arif, although he was later pardoned in December of 1962. 

This effectively banished Arif from the political scene and left Qasim alone in the seat of power. 

Qasim retained power by attempting to balance the communists and pan-Arabists (nationalists) 

in a manner similar to that employed with immense success by Nasser. Pan-Arabists were more 

prominent in the army while communists were prominent in the streets, thus Qasim endeavored 

to walk the line between the two groups. Qasim’s policies attempted to relieve poverty among 

the urban poor and rural peasants, so as to avoid another coup similar to the one he himself had 

organized. The most important changes made under Qasim occurred on December 11, 1961 

when he created Public Law 80, dispossessing the Iraqi Petroleum Company of 99.5% of its 

concessions (that hadn’t yet been brought into production). He then established the Iraq National 
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Oil Company (INOC) to exploit the oil resource.  Thus he tried the first steps at reform.  He also 

instituted land reform, but with little success. 

Yet unfortunately for Qasim, that was really the only of his policies to receive any real 

semblance of public support. Far more of his truly abysmal political and economic choices ended 

in deep divisions among his people and an overall distrust of the leader. Five months after the 

revolution, Iraq remains uneasy, disillusioned and divided. Political, economic and 

administrative conditions are even worse than before the coup. All minority groups were upset 

and distrustful of their leader: djinns of communism, Kurdish nationalism and mob violence 

encroach upon everyday life. The government still has no structure of support and relies on the 

army to maintain control. Effectively, Qasim’s goal of establishing a new style of government 

free of Nuri al-Said’s oppressive ways failed to catch on by the start of 1959. 

In March 1959, the Mosul uprising was the first clear indication of dissatisfaction under 

Qasim. This was an attempted coup led by Arab Sunni pan-Arabists (anti-communist) officers. It 

failed because Qasim was tipped off and brought in 200,000 communist supporters in order to 

alter the look of the views of Iraqis and suppress the Nasserist sentiment. During 1959, the ICP 

gained strength in the army and government due to their clear anti-Nasserist views. Qasim 

reestablished relations with USSR and entered into some economic and military agreements, 

however as we know from the British documentation, he attempted to walk the line between the 

UK and the USSR, maintaining connection with both in an attempt to strengthen Iraqi 

positioning in the global world order. He allowed trade unions and communist press. 

By July of 1959, life for the majority of Iraqis had not improved much. Thus, a rally 

called by ICP in Kirkuk to celebrate the revolution erupted in violence. The communist-led 

violence stemmed from disappointment in the lack of communist reforms and led Qasim to crack 
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down on the ICP. He arrested ICP leaders and suspended the People’s Resistance Force, the 

quasi-military wing of the ICP.  Both the incidents in Mosul and in Kirkuk led the Ba’athists to 

believe that assassinating Qasim was the only way to stop communism and promote nationalism 

and pan-Arabism. Therefore, a few months later, on October 7, 1959 the Ba’athists attempt to 

assassinate Qasim in Baghdad. He was wounded but not killed. In direct response to this affront, 

Qasim softened on communists and suppressed Ba’ath Party and other nationalists instead.  

In addition to waffling all over between the army, nationalists, and communists, Qasim 

made some fatal errors in foreign policy.  In 1960 to 1961 Qasim, fearing a resurgence of 

communist strength he again eliminated communists from the government, shut down 

communist organizations such as trade unions and peasant organizations, and banned the 

communist press.  His separation from the ICP, his alienation from the growing body of 

nationalists and his clear monopoly of power isolated him from his power base.  By September 

1961 he was floundering, made additionally vulnerable by the Kurdish rebellion.  He had 

instigated a serious dispute with pro-western Iran over the Khuzestan Province.  The Kurds begin 

to gain strength after having been promised equal representation but never getting it. With this 

new expanded set of rights within the country, the Kurds ramped up their activity. In September 

of 1961 the Kurdish guerillas began fighting with army, and due to Qasim’s policies of rationing 

arms and discouraging political activity, the Iraqi army was not strong enough to fight off the 

Kurds. By spring 1962 Qasim could not control the Kurdish rebellions.45 

His most significant foreign policy blunder was his July 1961 claim over Kuwait.  The 

Arab League had unanimously accepted independent Kuwait as a member. Qasim had lost 

domestic support and was now completely alienated by his Arab neighbors: not a recipe for 
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success. The Iraqi monarchy and Nuri al Said’s government had amply demonstrated, just three 

years earlier, that this was a very precarious position to be in. Thus, the picture of Iraq in 1961-

1962 was not too pretty: Iraq was isolated from Arab states, Kurdish insurrections were forceful, 

and people all over the country were impoverished, as Qasim only enacted long term economic 

schemes, ignoring any short-term relief for his people. 46 The growing nationalist movement 

eventually led to overthrow and assassination of Qasim by the Ba’athists. The Iraqi people were 

disenfranchised and divorced from the political process as a result of years of monarchy and 

Nuri’s policies of repression, and Qasim’s bizarre leadership style had done little to alleviate 

their suffering. 

Before the revolution, Nuri’s regime was bound solely to the west, having no relations 

with the USSR. Right after the revolution, communist countries courted Iraq through diplomatic 

missions, offers of arms, equipment, tech experts and new markets for Iraqi products. Within ten 

months of Qasim’s regime Soviet military mission replaced British mission and Iraqi Communist 

Party infiltrated government departments and professional organizations. For all appearances, 

Qasim sided with and promoted the communist involvement. He was very suspicious of Western 

powers. Yet all was not as it appeared. After the Mosul revolt in March of 1959 and Kirkuk 

violence in July 1959 the communists overplayed their advantage. Their aggressive tactics made 

Qasim nervous and thus he did a better job of balancing the communists and the nationalists. 

This meant that the relations with Nasser were substantially calmer. This lull changed 

substantially after the assassination attempt on Qasim’s life, October 7 of 1959 at which point the 

ICP and the Independence party entered into a bitter, dangerous, violent struggle, further 

dividing up the political system in Iraq. 
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October 1959 served as an important check-in for Qasim’s rule. Fifteen months after the 

revolution, Qasim’s government had alleviated few of the massive economic problems plaguing 

the nation. Although he clearly realized the economic situation, listing it as a main cause for his 

original coup, and one of the reasons the Iraqi people rallied around him at the outset, little had 

changed. There were continuing price increases, inflation, unnecessary import restrictions, 

shortages, harvest failures, development work going unfinished and high unemployment levels. 

These are the influencing factors, which often lead to general populations turning increasingly 

toward communism. Therefore it is important to note that if communist sentiment did not find a 

home in the heart of the Iraqi people or government under these circumstances, it was unlikely 

that Iraq would ever go communist  

The point of this timeline of Qasim’s time in power is meant to illustrate the constant 

back and forth between Qasim, his advisors, the political parties, and the people of Iraq. The 

notion that Qasim was a communist is mistaken. Qasim was whatever he thought he had to be in 

order to maintain order and power at any given time. Qasim’s response, especially to the Mosul 

and Kirkuk revolts really clarifies this position. Qasim was no more tied to the communist cause 

than to any other response to Nasserism. Qasim was not an experienced leader, and he simply 

saw the communists as a group to rally widespread popular support. As soon as the ICP gained 

too much control, he reduced its ability to maneuver. In such, Qasim was attempting to find 

some balance and to gain more support amongst the centrist Iraqis while developing a realistic 

social and economic program. His quick response to simply flip to a more Iraqi-nationalist 

agenda showcases Qasim’s weakness in his failure to achieve a balancing act between the 

disparate facets of Iraqi public opinion. The real battle was not between the West and the East, or 

Capitalism and Communism. If the western powers had been able to look at the larger picture 
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and not focus purely on their own world view, it would have been clear that Qasim’s main goals 

were simply to maintain power, and to do everything possible to hurt his rival, Nasser, chances 

of success at every turn. 

The Revolution that overthrew the Baghdad-based Hashemite monarchy in July 1958 

seemed the harbinger of a new Arab order. Hope pulsed through the Arab World at the possible 

uniting of Egypt with the Fertile Crescent and the fulfillment of the dreams of Arab nationalists 

in a united, progressive Arab super-state. For one brief, heady moment, it looked as though the 

Arab world might break the cycle of foreign domination that had marked the Ottoman, Imperial, 

and Cold War eras, finally enjoying an age of independence. Yet that dream never came to 

fruition. Instead, Qasim’s Iraq failed to achieve any of his stated goals, and remained in political 

limbo for his tenure. This uneasy situation was due in large part to the inability of Qasim to 

commit to an ideology and the assumption by foreign powers, particularly the United States, that 

the communist party dominated the Iraqi government. This chapter will investigate the claim that 

the Communist cause drove the internal Iraqi political machine throughout Qasim’s tenure, and 

thus the Western fear of Communist control was, in fact, justified. 

At the outset of Qasim’s tenure, the decision to stay out of the United Arab Republic was 

a bold stance against the popular nationalist or Nasserist sentiment within Iraq. The large Arab 

nationalism movement brewing within the Levant was unmistakable. Many Iraqis thus hoped 

that an end to Hashemite rule and direct British control would lead Iraq to join its Arab brethren 

in the United Arab Republic (U.A.R.) under the dynamic leadership of Gamal Abdel Nasser. 

Qasim refused to acquiesce to the nationalist prayers for global Arab unity. He disliked Nasser, 

feared for his independence under Nasser, and refused to yield his newfound power to the Egypt-

centered movement. 
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Without the excitement and momentum that the accession of Iraq, Jordan or Lebanon, 

might have brought to the UAR, Egypt and Syria were left to the mundane business of making 

their hybrid state work. It would not succeed. Arab nationalism failed to become the great 

unifying power the Middle East so desperately needed after years of colonial domination. 

Nasser, having reached the pinnacle of his success in the 1950s, suffered a string of setbacks and 

defeats that turned the 1960s into a decade of failure.  

Yet at the time of the Iraqi Revolution, officials in Washington, London, and Moscow all 

believed that the Iraqi Revolution would ignite a full, Arab nationalist sweep. Convinced that 

Nasser acted as the mastermind behind the coup, they feared that he would succeed in bringing 

the entire Fertile Crescent under his rule through the notion of the United Arab Republic. Thus it 

was imperative that the United States and the United Kingdom act with speed, propping up the 

final pro-western nations: Lebanon and Jordan. Interestingly enough, either way that Qasim 

played his hand, by siding with the Nasserists or the Communists, he would have upset the 

balance of power that the West was so desperate to maintain.  

Regardless, as soon as Abd al-Karim Qasim refused to play into the idea of grand Arab 

unity, the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) became the flavor of the week as the furthest away, on 

the political spectrum, from Nasserism. Qasim was hell bent on controlling his own country and 

was unwilling to cooperate with, much less sell out to Nasser. Thus, attempting to be the anti-

Nasser, Qasim decided to work instead with the ICP and, by extension, the Soviet Union whilst 

Nasser effectively shut down the Egyptian Communist Party.47 Whether Qasim really had the 

intellectual wherewithal to understand the ramifications of ties to international Communism or 
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the Soviet Union remains unclear. Regardless of his intent or understanding, he chose to align 

the beginning days of his rule with the assistance of ICP leaders. 

The antithesis to Nasser’s ideology as shown through his dream of the UAR was the 

Communist ideology. Yet these two fringe groups dominated Iraqi political discussion at this 

time. The majority of centrist Iraqis were completely ignored under Qasim and thus grew quickly 

resentful. After the coup there were four major political groups in Iraq. The National Democrats, 

the socialist group, and the Istiqlal or Iraqi nationalist party were supported by the majority of 

center-spectrum Iraqis. On the far left was the ICP and the far right were the Ba’athists.48 It is 

important to note that although these parties existed, and Iraqi nationals subscribed to beliefs 

associated with the individual political ideals of the parties, the country itself was not 

democratic. Qasim ran a military dictatorship. However, it is necessary to understand the 

continued political unrest in the country through the lens of the political beliefs espoused by the 

general population, even if the government was not held accountable to the will of the people. 

The rationale behind the western concern of communist takeover in Iraq was certainly 

founded in reality. Qasim’s rise, as a military man, created a power vacuum in which there was 

no obvious power or party that would control the government. Thus, the ICP stepped into the 

ring directly after the coup as an obvious choice for a man so obsessed with keeping Nasser at 

bay.   Communism was attractive to Qasim due to its clear anti-Nasserism, yet also due to the 

promise of relief from the dire economic conditions that plagued Iraq during this time. The ICP’s 

implicit connection to the Soviet Union provided some security due to the USSR’s 1950s 

success. In particular, the outwardly successful Soviet economic development program and from 
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the notion that the USSR and China had the same problems and outlook as Iraq were convincing 

to the economically stagnant country looking for a partner in the coming major change.  

The communists took full advantage of the immense pressure on the severely 

inexperienced new prime minister and made their political support indispensible to him. They 

increased their influence so effectively that by the end of 1958 communist – as distinct from pan-

Arab – propaganda largely dominated the press and radio. The students at universities in 

Baghdad were heavily penetrated, and the streets could be filled by their well-disciplined cohorts 

at a moment’s notice.49 Additionally, important sections of several ministries were directly or 

indirectly dominated by them, and through their influence on Qasim’s personal staff they could 

at least partially control access to him and keep him fed with communist views, or so they 

thought.  

This Communist agenda consisted of violent opposition to the west, lip service to Arab 

unity, a focus on Iraqi independence, friendship and trade with the Eastern bloc, and national 

unity. Under Qasim, it did not actually amount to sustained efforts to turn the country communist 

in any real ideological sense. There was no collectivization, little centralization in the hands of 

the deeply ineffectual Iraqi bureaucracy, and no movement toward either agricultural or 

urbanization reform. In fact, Qasim was unable to achieve any stated goals of communist theory. 

So the American notion that the country was at risk of “going red” gave Qasim significantly too 

much credit as a successful leader. He had no ability to follow through on the communist 

governance of Iraq, even if he wanted to, and the West fundamentally misunderstood the internal 

situation within Iraq. No, for Qasim, the role of Prime Minister was wholly about maintaining 

total power and control over his country. Qasim attempting to walk the tightrope, balancing the 
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communists and the Nasserists, in a situation that would have been challenging for an 

experienced leader, much less someone with no comprehension of the mess he was in.  

Qasim’s choices, according to internal public opinion, were really to join the UAR, 

making nationalists and moderates happy but losing autonomy, or commit further to 

communism, losing autonomy and making only the communists happy. If he chose neither and 

attempted to walk the line between the fringe groups, he could maintain a good relationship with 

the US and Britain, and a good leader could theoretically remain in the middle, and grant some 

concessions to the political extremes, keeping everyone happy. What is clear, looking at the 

situation rationally, is that Qasim would never have chosen either communism or the UAR, as 

both would cost him his power. Power was the key that drove Qasim as Prime Minister. 

Therefore, as the United Kingdom knew, there was no chance that Iraq would become the newest 

Soviet satellite. In summary, Western nations were right in worrying about Qasim’s leadership, 

but not for the reasons stated. He represented not a communist threat, but a threat to the very 

foundation of Iraq as a whole due to his inability to effectively lead a country and his power-

hungry nature. The real and justified fear would have been of a bloody civil war in Iraq rather 

than Iraq joining up with the Soviet Union. Indeed, many historians believe that if Arif had not 

orchestrated Qasim’s assassination in 1963, Iraq would have rapidly descended into mass civil 

war.   

As Humphrey Trevelyan, British ambassador to Iraq, so eloquently put it, in 1961: 

“at the beginning of the Revolution the debate was whether Nasser or the 
Communists would get Iraq first. It does not now look as if Nasser will ever get it. 
The Communists are most unlikely to get control in the near future, though they 
remain a serious long-term danger. But the real problem was what Iraq was going 
to be like without Nasser or the Communists. This picture is still not clear, since 
Qasim is a freak, not likely to be repeated. Iraq will never be very stable. Iraqis do 
not really like stability…and if as is quite likely he suddenly disappears, we shall 
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have constructed a reasonable basis for more friendly relations with his 
successor.”50 
 

 The question for UK-US diplomacy was whether Britain knew of Qasim’s leanings and 

weaknesses and failed to inform the US.  Britain had failed to do so in years previous.  It is clear 

that the British knew or at least suspected by this point (1961) that there was no immediate 

danger of communism, although it does cite long-term danger. The political and military 

information available to the British tends to refute the general understanding that Iraq was in 

danger of a communist insurrection.  If the British thought Qasim was a communist or would 

side with the Soviets, it would not have entered into military agreements and arms sales.  But it 

did.  So what views or understanding of Qasim and Iraq did Britain have that it didn’t share with 

the US?51 
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Chapter 4 
 

Superpowers Play Ball 
 

 
The July 1958 revolution took Britain and the US by surprise. But should it have? Was 

there any indication that the country seethed with discontent or that the opposition to the Nuri 

regime was strong enough and organized enough to mount a successful coup? What was special 

about July 1958? Maybe nothing. The coup and revolution might have happened at many 

different points in time throughout the 1950s when a new wave of political repression was 

initiated, a new election was rigged, the officers in the army were rebuffed or disenfranchised, or 

the government failed to address the poverty and unemployment of the majority of the 

population. The July 1958 revolution was opportunistic, launched by a small group of army 

officers who seized a rare opportunity to approach Baghdad and the Palace when armed. While 

the July 1958 coup might have been the result of an unusual relaxation of the policy to disarm 

the army near Baghdad, the conditions that led to its success had been building for years.  This 

chapter shows the reasons why a coup or some kind of political transformation were, in 

hindsight, obviously building, and that Britain and the US had plenty of warning that they chose 

to ignore.  By claiming the USSR bogeyman, the UK goaded the US into supporting its Middle 

East defense strategy that never worked and its belief in the ability of a strong-arm statesman to 

control the internal politics of Iraq.  The US naively followed Britain’s lead even when internal 

conditions warranted intervention.  It was the sole reliance upon Nuri that fooled the British, and 

it was the American’s mistake of fully trusting the British intelligence and leaving the 

management of the Middle East in British hands, that led to the surprise factor of the coup. 

What were the different elements that together led to the conflagration of July 14, 1958?  

The first element was Nuri al-Said himself, whose severely repressive regime, condoned by the 
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UK and US as regrettably undemocratic but necessary, combined with his strong relationship 

with the British and his well-acknowledged statesmanship, that controlled the complex social 

and economic strata of Iraqi society and manipulated western powers to his bidding. The British 

believed Nuri could control Iraq because he had done it in so many times of uprising before.  

Due to his strong-arm tactics of political repression and resultant disorder within the political 

opposition movements, Nuri’s opposition rarely rose to a serious level. If it did, it was quickly 

suppressed with a new round of banned political parties, arrests and detention, or a policy of 

dividing the enemy through granting political favors. His opposition came from all sides, 

including the National Democratic Party (social democrats), the Independence Party 

(nationalists) and the Iraq Communist Party (ICP). The second element, serious political 

opposition, was always disarmed, usually quietly, never well organized. The third element, the 

military, was composed of a mix of soldiers, drawn from the lower and middle classes, and the 

officers from the middle and upper classes.52 Thus they reflected the political and economic 

aspirations of the population.  The leaders among the Free Officers were anti-communist, pan-

Arabists, and had familial and political ties to the upper class. Many had personal ambitions 

within the military. Once the Free Officers organized enough support to plan and execute a coup, 

the opposition took turns vying for Qasim’s approval and power. Qasim played one against the 

other effectively, at least for Qasim’s term of four and a half years. 

Yet even if the revolution could have happened at any time, the fact that the revolution 

took Britain and the United States completely by surprise is rather difficult to wrestle with. Both 

nations were intelligence-gathering powers, and the fact that the extensive planning and plotting 

by the Free Officers went unnoticed is astonishing. Throughout the period 1945 – 1956 Iraq 
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suffered several serious uprisings, all of which were suppressed by the government, usually with 

Nuri as prime minister. The pattern consisted of an uprising swiftly put down, the Iraqi 

population saddled with a new round of restrictions on political freedoms, and the arrest and 

detention of opposition leaders. In his groundbreaking work, The Old Social Classes of Iraq, 

Hanna Batatu attempts to prove that each major uprising (1948, 1952, 1956) was at least in part 

caused by periods of high inflation and wage stagnation with a corresponding sharp drop in the 

standard of living.53  But each was also triggered by some unpopular, pro-western foreign policy 

act or event in an Arab country combined with increased political repression. The 1948 

Portsmouth Agreement was supposed to free Iraq from the colonial-like status of the Anglo-Iraqi 

Treaty of 1930 where Britain supervised Iraq’s foreign policy, had military bases and could enter 

Iraq upon threat of external aggression. Nuri and the monarchy saw the agreement as a protective 

shield against indigenous revolutions. The people saw it as another manifestation of British 

dominance and control over Iraq’s foreign policy and territory. In an unusual show of unity, the 

Iraqi Communist Party, Progressive Democrats, Kurdish Democrats, and the National 

Democratic Party joined in serious demonstrations that led to three hundred to four hundred 

casualties. The government quickly disowned the treaty and renewed its practice of repressive 

measures including martial law, banning political parties, arresting opposition leaders, 

prohibiting assembly and censoring the press.54 The cycle repeated in November 1952. The same 

government ruled through a small oligarchy of professional politicians under the same pretense 

of constitutional politics55.  
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The Egyptian revolution of July 1952 inspired Iraqis to expect more from their 

government. Additionally, 1952, as in 1948, was a year of particularly high inflation and reduced 

standard of living56.  Learning from the opposition discord in 1948, the Independence Party 

(right-leaning nationalists), National Democratic Party (social democrats), United Popular Front 

(ex-politicians), and the Iraqi Communist Party came together but were quickly overcome by the 

swift imposition of martial law, dissolution of all opposition parties and mass arrests of 

opposition leaders.57  In 1956 the most severe and long-lasting insurrectionary movement 

occurred following the uniformly unpopular Baghdad Pact in 1955 and the universally 

condemned invasion of Egypt by Israel, Britain and France to ostensibly secure the Canal Zone, 

ensuring unfettered shipping access. Throughout these upheavals, it was Nuri’s magic 

statesmanship, a golden mix between compromise and repression that carried the day. He was 

the ultimate politician, and the British depended upon Nuri as an able controller of Iraq, able to 

achieve consistency with minimum social upheaval. 

One key reason for the surprise in July 1958 and lack of intelligence about the domestic 

conditions that led to the coup was the almost exclusive focus on foreign policy rather than 

domestic issues. It may be inevitable that a newly formed nation without a its own foreign policy 

tradition and with the British closely involved in its military and foreign policy would focus its 

attention on defense. This suited the British whose primary interests were the preservation of 

communication with the commonwealth, the establishment of a pro-western buffer between the 

USSR and Africa and, above all, the maintenance of oil production and its revenues.  This focus 

also suited the Iraqi government. Potentially hostile neighbors, including Israel and Egypt under 

Nasser, surrounded Iraq. It relied entirely on oil revenues for its development and ordinary 
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budgets, and the flow of its oil was vulnerable to disruption in Syria.  The distribution of wealth 

and income did not favor the large majority of the people.  No change could be obtained through 

legal means.  This underpaid, underserved mass was hostile to the ruling class, but “affirmatively 

uncommitted … with unsatisfied needs and nonverbalized demands.58  The “narrow circle of 

rulers … had grown accustomed to regard the other classes as immature and not deserving of 

political rights.”59  Foreign policy did not endanger the domestic political status quo directly, but 

a focus on internal problems when there was little chance of meaningful change certainly would.  

Was this focus on foreign policy misplaced? The British and Americans didn’t think so. 

From 1946 until 1958 the US believed that the West must shield the Middle East from Soviet 

infiltration and eventual amalgamation into the Soviet bloc.60  Western armed forces were the 

only entity that could defend the Middle East against the USSR. The US position until after the 

1956 Suez Crisis was that “the defense of the Middle East is primarily a British responsibility … 

[but] the capabilities available to the British are wholly inadequate to defend the Middle East 

against Soviet aggression and it appears doubtful that they are adequate to provide the minimum 

requirements for even the shortest line of defense east of the Suez Canal.”61 Should the British 

have known better than to ignore the dire domestic conditions?  Famed Oxford historian Albert 

Hourani argues that the UK did exactly what it should have as a dominant foreign power. Up 

through the mandate, independence in 1932, and after WWII the British “kept the essential 

positions of strength in her own hands … she could control and defend the Middle East by her 

own strength, used in her own interests and in accordance with her own independent 

                                                
58 Batatu, The Old Social Classes,pp. 478 
59 Batatu, The Old Social Classes, pp. 476 
60 FRUS, 1952-1954, Volume IX, 1986, Document 26, May 1953, pp. 74 
61 FRUS, 1952-1954 Volume IX, 1986, Document 74, May 1952 US Policy Planning Staff 



 48 

decisions.”62 Britain tried to give responsibility to the Iraqi ruling class if they accepted the 

British position in Iraq. For the dominant groups, the presence of Britain was usually an 

advantage. Should Britain have allied itself with the ordinary people rather than landowners, 

tribal chiefs, and rulers? Hourani claims that this is not the aim of a foreign power. The United 

Kingdom should ensure certain interests in the present, not an idealized future that may never 

arrive.  The only groups worth agreeing with are those that can rule.  In the early days (and one 

might argue up until the revolution), the ruling class did not have a strong sense of responsibility 

for the economic and social development of Iraq. Therefore, if Britain wanted development it 

would have to plan and administer it itself.63 It was not prepared to assume this responsibility 

either politically or financially. As a result, social and economic reforms necessary to dampen 

internal political strife never occurred.  By depending solely on Nuri to control internal pressures 

the UK failed to guide Iraq into a successful republic. 

A second, related reason for the lack of intelligence in July 1958 was the western powers’ 

obsession with Soviet infiltration that colored almost every move the Nuri government made.  In 

a National Intelligence Estimate of January 1953, the US acknowledges that the Arab states did 

not see the USSR as a threat, yet the US still believed the Soviets were determined to encourage 

disorder and exploit any opportunities to create friction so that the Middle East may tire of the 

west and turn to the east for support.64 Britain and the US spent the 1950s in attempts to establish 

a western-guided collective defense arrangement to counter the Soviet threat. The first attempt in 

October 1951, the Middle East Command (MEC), was to be sponsored by the US, Britain, 

France and Turkey. Egypt was invited as a sponsor; other Middle East countries were welcome 
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to join as member.  The UK held the command. The purposes, similar to those of later defense 

proposals, included development of plans for operation in war or emergency; the provision of 

advice, training and equipment; and the arrangement of military facilities in different countries.  

Egypt rejected the proposal outright as a blatant attempt to continue western occupation. With 

Egypt’s refusal, no other Arab country expressed interest. The second attempt, the Middle East 

Defense Organization (MEDO) in June 1952, was still to be headed by Britain and to be 

sponsored by the Britain, US, France, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and Turkey. Arab 

states were invited to join.65  Egypt again declined in May 1953.  By June 1953 John Foster 

Dulles, Secretary of State under Eisenhower, acknowledged that any collective security 

agreement had to come from within the Middle East states, not from the outside. He did 

recognize, however, that the northern tier states on the southern USSR border were ready to join 

together to defend against Soviet encroachment.66 

The winning combination of participating countries (none in competition with one 

another for Arab supremacy) and military and economic aid came in 1954-1955 with the 

Baghdad Pact and the Special Agreement between Iraq and Britain on April 4, 1955.  This 

“northern tier” defense against Soviet aggression included Turkey, Iraq, Iran, Pakistan and 

Britain. While these states may have had a legitimate reason to be concerned with Soviet 

advances, a strong inducement was the promise of substantial US military aid.  In the long run, 

this agreement proved to be Nuri’s undoing. The Baghdad Pact illustrates the mixed motives of 

the western powers and Nuri’s naïve assumption that he could weather any blowback from his 

own people and his Arab neighbors. Internally the Pact alienated all parties that favored non-
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alignment, i.e., the nationalists and pan-Arabists, and it directly challenged the Iraqi Communist 

Party that supported alignment with the USSR.67 Nuri preemptively restricted communists, 

political parties, opposition press and public meetings. No serious uprising occurred because the 

population was less desperate, less poor in 1955 than previously. The political parties were at 

odds and unable to exert a unified opposition.68   

Nuri’s attempts to interest Egypt, Jordan and Syria came to naught. In fact, Nasser seized 

the opportunity to publicly shame Nuri for allowing imperialist powers, especially Britain, to 

continue their domination. Iraq was completely isolated in the Middle East. To be alienated from 

one’s own people and from its neighbors is a recipe for disaster. However, when Egypt 

nationalized the Suez Canal in July 1956, Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Lebanon realized that Egypt 

could exert significant negative influence on other Arab states through its control of the Canal 

and turned back to reestablish friendly relations with Iraq.69 

The US motives and manipulation of the Baghdad Pact are revealing.  After repeated 

attempts (MEC and MEDO) John Foster Dulles had acknowledged that only an indigenous 

defense plan would succeed.70 In August 1954 Iraq and Egypt devised an alternative defense 

arrangement based on the Arab Collective Security Pact (ACSP) with a provision to permit non-

Arab states. In fact, Nuri had tried to arrange a regional pact (MEC) through the ACSP back in 

1952; the concept of an indigenous plan was not new. Yet the Chargé in Iraq and John Foster 

Dulles blasted this idea for no explicit reason.71  Dulles asked Turkey to discourage Nasser from 

any hope that the west would base Middle East defense on ACSP since, “past anti-Israel history 
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of pact and practical difficulties dealing with Arab states as bloc make it unwise base defense 

strategy on ALCSP.  At same time because of Arab sensibilities and genuine if latent yearning 

for unity open opposition to Arab League should be avoided.”72 Later in May 1955 the US 

admitted that the northern tier defense tied to the west combined with a general grouping under 

Egyptian leadership in the south “would probably be the best possible organization of ME from 

viewpoint of US interests were it not for problem of Israel.”73 That is, the US was willing to 

forego the best option for a successful Middle East defense and its own interests to avoid Israeli 

discontent. 

Throughout the 1950s many Arab countries, including on occasion the conservative, pro-

western countries like Iraq, were convinced that western participation in regional defense 

agreements and the continual, unabated economic stagnation despite development expenditures 

demonstrated that the west wanted to keep the Arab countries undeveloped to ensure the supply 

of raw materials.74  The West did little to counter this belief when it cited as its primary objective 

the “availability to the U.S. and its allies of the resources, the strategic positions, and the passage 

rights of the area, and the denial of such resources and strategic positions to the Soviet bloc.”75 

When in the presence of Iraqi politicians or the royal family or in documents available to Iraq the 

UK and US professed to support Iraqi independence and recognize its legitimate aspirations as a 

sovereign state.76 Yet within closed circles the US questioned its Middle East policy and 

revealed its true character as the dominant power, unwilling to relinquish control to Arab 

countries. Following formation of the Baghdad Pact the US even considered whether to “invite 
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the Soviet Union into Middle East talks with the US and the United Kingdom in the hope of 

arriving at some ‘spheres of influence’ agreement,” or “attempt to collapse Egyptian economy by 

cutting economic aid, attempting via the United Kingdom and Sudan to get control of the Upper 

Nile waters, competing on cotton, etc.,” and “try to split the Arab world via Iraq and give Iraq a 

‘free hand’ vis-à-vis Syria.”77 These questions are not those typically posed by an ally that 

respects Middle Eastern sovereignty. The idea that Western powers would attempt to collapse a 

nation’s economy is especially shocking, although perhaps it should not be. These notions 

certainly fit in with the superpowers’ view of world order.  

In an era of newly formed states, a strong, unquenchable thirst for Arab unity and the 

elimination of foreign control and influence, Britain and the US played the situation all wrong. 

They identified too strongly with individuals, not governments, whether pro-western like Nuri or 

anti-western like Nasser. They focused almost exclusively on foreign policy and defense against 

a communist threat that was unlikely to ever gain and keep much traction in the region. Their 

assistance focused almost solely on military aid rather than much needed economic aid. It didn’t 

really matter whether Britain or the US was in control as both nations followed similar paths 

when given the opportunity. Iraq was isolated for much of the 1950s decade, and its peoples’ 

desire for Arab unity and acceptance as part of the birth of the modern Middle East went 

unsatisfied. Britain and US focus on collective defense agreements amounted to little substance 

especially considering that the only successful agreement, the Baghdad Pact, was destroyed 

shortly after the revolution. From this standpoint, western powers lost out and the broader idea of 

Arab nationalism won. The US was thus forced to consider different strategies to work with 
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Nasser when such action was never contemplated before.78  The State Department in particular 

recognized shortly after the coup that its reputation as the opponent of Arab nationalism did not 

serve its interests and began to consider how to reach accommodation with “radical” pan-Arab 

nationalists without giving in too much to Nasser’s “insatiable” appetite for dominance.79 

Nuri al-Said was the undisputed leader of Iraq from WWII up to the revolution.  Under 

Iraq’s practice of dissolving governments and changing prime ministers every couple of years, 

Nuri had been prime minister fourteen times by 1958.  Every time internal or external conditions 

became tense the monarchy would call on Nuri to return and take the helm. He was the leader of 

the old school, conservative oligarchy of professional politicians drawn from the landed class.  

As political leader of the powerful landed ruling class, he would never have been able to counter 

the ruling class in order to achieve the economic and social reforms necessary to prevent a 

revolution. Reliance on him was a mistake. The façade of control was destined to explode with 

his death or shortly thereafter. But he was not as invulnerable as Britain assumed. Political 

opposition was brewing just beneath the surface. 

Political opposition had been growing throughout the 1950s, inspired in part by Egypt’s 

Nasser and his Arab nationalism and anti-imperialism. Arab nationalism and its anti-imperialist 

doctrine became a cornerstone of Iraqi middle class politics primarily in urban centers. While 

political opposition included Arab nationalists (the Independence Party), social democrats 

(National Democratic Party) and communists (Iraq Communist Party) it wasn’t until early 1957 

that they organized enough to join forces. But Nuri’s regime continued to keep civilian political 

organization under tight control.  
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The United Kingdom, and by extension, the United States, believed as early as 1952 and 

up until as late as April of 1958 that the regime under Nuri was entirely stable. There was 

discontent within the army, which was representative of the ills suffered by the population at 

large and this widely felt malaise, as well as similar pronouncements of dissatisfaction up until 

1958, were routinely concluded to present no serious threat.80 According to Whitehall, the Army 

showed no signs of political upheaval, the people supported the monarchy, and “republicanism in 

Iraq is now a facet of Nasserism rather than an indigenous movement.”81 In fact, British 

intelligence saw the only threats to Iraq as coming from outside of the country, not from within 

because they saw no serious internal political threat.82 Interestingly, the United Kingdom did not 

see a viable future for Iraq in a post-Nuri world due to the lack of an apparent successor. Thus 

the heart of power after the death of Nuri, according to Whitehall, would be centered in an 

authoritarian regime based in the army.83 They were on the right track, even if their timing was 

off, to say the least. 

The United Kingdom’s assessment of economic successes and failures of development 

before the revolution included the successes of flood prevention, water storage, education and 

housing programs, hospital and health services, social security, labor legislation, electricity and 

clean water. These were the grand projects undertaken by the government. However these 

improvements were matched by a glaring failure to remedy extreme poverty in many areas, 

including slums around Baghdad, which were filled with migrants from rural areas in search of 

employment. Additionally, the small building projects, local irrigation, and minor rural 
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development encountered too many issues to change life for the smaller villages and rural areas 

of the country.84 This left large numbers of destitute people unhappy with Nuri’s government 

throughout the region.85 Seemingly there is nothing that destitute people can rally behind quite 

like communism. Thus begin the roots of the US terror of, yet inability to effectively combat the 

communist threat. 
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Chapter 5 

The Proof is in the Pudding 

 

While regime change should not have surprised any outsider looking in, neither the UK 

nor the US believed it was in their interest to intervene. The revolution took place quickly, 

caught the UK and US off guard, was exceptionally bloody and brutal, and appeared to be 

supported by a majority of the population. Thus the threat quickly morphed into a new regime: 

that of Abd al-Karim Qasim, and regained some semblance of stability. Here the UK and US 

diverged in their assessments. The British wanted to protect its reputation and its assets. The US 

wanted to eliminate any threat of communism and Soviet influence. 

Unlike the American perspective, British understanding of the situation in Iraq was 

exceptionally even-keeled. The members of Whitehall clearly understood that Qasim’s forays 

into policymaking with Western nations and the USSR were due to simply maintaining a balance 

of power and that there was no actual threat. However for Britain, there were two exceptionally 

powerful motivators in its dealings with Iraq: obsession with appearance and need to transfer 

responsibility over the troubled Middle Eastern region to the new superpower on the block: the 

United States. In order to showcase the crafty way in which Whitehall spun the tale of 

communism to the United States while not following any of the rhetoric themselves, I will be 

focusing on the trading and sales of weapons between Britain and Iraq. After World War II, 

Britain and the USSR were on opposite sides of the political spectrum, and were de facto 

enemies. Britain was aligned with the United States’ goals of suppressing communism, and the 

last thing that the British government wanted was an increased spread of Soviet control, which 

would throw the balance of power and spheres of influence out of whack. If Britain had any 
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actual fear that Iraq might become a communist nation they would have refused to sell weapons 

to the country, as arming a likely future enemy would be a mistake. One thing global powers 

seem to really dislike is being fired on with their own weapons. Or, even more likely, they would 

not have been called upon to sell the weapons in the first place, since a communist Iraq would 

turn fully to the Soviet Union. 

Whitehall’s understanding of Qasim’s government is comprehensive, as illustrated by the 

extensive reports compiled to reach these decisions on military sales. The British analysts 

understood that the whole regime really was searching for a balance of power, both internally 

and externally, not allowing communism to run rampant. Britain maintained its strong political 

and economic influence in Iraq up until revolution due predominantly to the close and personal 

relationships with the royal family and Nuri al-Said. Yet the financial means needed to support 

Iraq were underwritten by the US through offshore purchases of military equipment. In the time 

of the Marshall Plan and American economic support of Britain, this system made perfect sense. 

The United States bought British weapons, and then allowed Britain to give those weapons to 

Iraq. This setup worked successfully for years, commencing just before the formation of the 

Baghdad Pact of 1955.86 Thus, even though Britain could not support the Baghdad Pact 

participants alone, it could through American offshore purchase of weapons.  Thus, while the US 

was underwriting almost everything Britain did in Iraq, it left the management of Iraq up to the 

British.  

This is a classic depiction of the Bismarckian horse-rider analogy that commenced this 

dissertation. The United States was financially underwriting almost everything Britain did, 

including management of Iraq, yet had no real understanding of, or involvement in the situation 
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on the ground. Thus there was no independent source of analysis of Iraq situation. The US did 

not have the intelligence sources in Iraq or the relationships with the government that Britain did, 

thus all insight and information into the situation in Iraq came to the State Department via 

Whitehall.87 The rider was definitely in control. Due to this imbalanced power dynamic, Britain 

shot themselves in the foot in the lead up to the coup. They should have known of the tense 

domestic situation and acted accordingly, perhaps encouraging Nuri al-Said to make sustained 

efforts toward greater social or economic advancement in order to keep order in Iraq. According 

to British Foreign Secretary, Selwyn Lloyd, as of April 22, 1958 Iraqis were frustrated and 

potentially leading toward a coup in the style of Iran under Mossadeq. He alluded, in no 

uncertain terms, to “the potentially explosive element of political frustration under an 

authoritarian regime, especially among the growing middle class, as well as the belief in 

Britain’s dominant and, to some, sinister role.”88 The point of this inclusion is to make it clear 

how hated the British had become, seemingly with out Whitehall’s full realization, in Iraq at this 

time. This set the scene for the British shock when the revolution was successful. It also meant 

that the United States, having been completely in the dark, suddenly realized the potential gravity 

of the situation, and that it could not rely any longer purely on the British reporting and control 

in Iraq.  

As previously established, although the Iraqi anti-imperial sentiment reigned supreme, 

neither the new regime under Qasim, nor the Iraqi people seemed to actually desire an early 

break with Britain or the West. This was no surprise because the key factors in Iraq’s economic 
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and military establishments depended on the West, particularly the flow of military equipment 

and the maintenance of high levels of oil revenues.  Thus “its ‘anti imperialism’ consisted of 

opposition to any special British position (real or imagined) in Iraq” only.89 As long as there was 

no longer a special British position in the Iraqi government, the people would be satiated.  

Yet due to Britain’s lack of foresight, this all took them by surprise. Thus, according to 

Whitehall, the previously formidable basis of the Iraqi-British relationship was suddenly under 

siege. Whitehall scrambled to sort out what this all really meant, which was particularly tricky 

due to Qasim’s lack of political expertise. Obviously everyone was aware that United Kingdom 

was a major supplier of Iraq’s armed forces before the revolution of 14 July 1958. It provided all 

their aircraft, most of their tanks, and a large proportion of their artillery and small arms. 

Immediately after the revolution Britain suspended arms supplies, but in August decided that 

outstanding orders (all for light equipment) should go forward. In October 1958 Sir Michael 

Wright, Ambassador in Baghdad, was instructed to inform the Iraqi Prime Minister that Britain 

“would continue to consider sympathetically on their merits any requests for arms to be 

purchased in the United Kingdom, having regard to the supply position and the general situation 

at the time.”90 The main reason for giving the Iraqi government this assurance was that it would 

deny them the excuse that they had been forced to buy arms from the Soviet Union, which in the 

interests of neutrality they were in any case likely to do. The Ambassador was instructed not to 

put his assurance in such a way as to stimulate further requests for arms.91 
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But Britain seemed to be so surprised that Iraq would turn and potentially buy arms from 

the USSR, but that was cited as a key reason for providing arms to Iraq in the first place.  Was 

Britain relying on the US fear of any Soviet incursion to cement the US acceptance of its role in 

Iraq? While Whitehall was firm in its belief that Qasim’s Iraq would never actually bend to the 

Communist or Soviet will it found little difficulty in enticing the United States to take a larger 

role by playing the communism card. Later in January 1959, the Iraq Prime Minister asked 

Britain to sell to Iraq a regiment of Canberra bombers, a regiment of medium artillery, and a 

regiment of heavy anti-aircraft guns, worth in all between £7 million and £8 million. Whitehall 

had to judge whether Qasim’s request was genuine or whether he was deliberately courting a 

refusal in order to justify turning over completely to Soviet supplies (which had begun to enter 

Iraq in November 1958). It was considered that the request was probably genuine and should in 

any case be treated as such.92 In deciding that the request was genuine, Whitehall showed their 

cards, recognizing that Qasim in fact did not possess the political savvy to use this opportunity to 

play the USSR off against western countries.  For the British, there would be nothing gained by 

treating it as spurious and every advantage to be had in encouraging the policy of balance 

between East and West. Britain wished to maintain Iraqi dependence on the Western nations for 

military equipment in order to ensure the consistency of British access to assets held within the 

country. With that acknowledgement, the British showed their understanding that their economic 

security in the region was safe, as long as the United States continued to show up and underwrite 

the endeavor. As long as Iraq continued to buy arms from the Western nations, the country 

would not interfere with the British economic interests in the region for fear that such action 

would necessitate a ceasing of arms trade. Thus Britain achieved what it most desired: security of 
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overseas investments and continued supply of Iraqi oil without spending British pounds or 

getting British hands dirty.  

Once Britain decided to agree to Qasim’s request for weapons, the governments of the 

United States, Canada, Turkey, Iran and Pakistan were all consulted. There were four major 

ideas among the considerations, which Britain had in mind when deciding in principle to supply 

heavy arms. Firstly, it was important to show Qasim that if he was prepared to remain 

independent he could be able to look for support from the West as well as the East. Secondly the 

British wished to retain trust and links with the Iraqi Army, which was the seat of power in Iraq 

and could do good or harm to British interests there. Thirdly, they encouraged the thought that if 

the United Kingdom did not supply the arms, there was little reason to doubt that Iraq would turn 

to the Soviet Union for her requirements. Nothing made the United States sit up in its chair, than 

such a threat, a weakness of which Britain was obviously aware. Lastly, the orders were of 

obvious commercial value and Britain wished to gain a suitable deal in exchange. Although the 

British decision was well received by the Iraq government and commercial negotiations were put 

in hand, no orders for equipment resulted, probably as much for financial as political reasons. No 

heavy equipment was in fact supplied to Iraq by the United Kingdom between 1958 and 1963. 

However the important fact remains that Britain was more than willing to provide that service. 

Thus, the idea of keeping the Americans in the game, and protecting the image of the 

United Kingdom abroad became the preeminent goals for British policy. Sir Gerald Templer 

made this prioritization abundantly clear when, in September of 1958, the British were 

concerned with the encroachment of UAR and the potentiality of being ‘forced’ out of the 

region. Obviously, those fears ended up being unfounded, yet he still clearly showed Whitehall’s 

obsession with appearances. According to Templer, Britain “could not go on being subjected to 
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further humiliations” and the most important outcome was “to avoid the impression that we were 

being forced out by the UAR but as their aircraft were due tomorrow, this opportunity seemed to 

have passed”.93 For such a historically dominant nation, the British were certainly preoccupied 

with the impression held by other nations. 

Britain was attempting to ‘save face,’ if you will, and attempting extricate itself from Iraq 

without disrupting its foreign reputation or security interests in the region at the time. In the same 

meeting, Sir Dermot Boyle went so far as to say that the UAR use of neighboring airfields would 

in fact “put the United Kingdom in a very weak and degrading position.” Sir William Dickson 

summed up British opinion, saying that “to leave the R.A.F. at Habbaniyah after UAR forces 

arrived would seriously undermine the military prestige of the United Kingdom throughout the 

area.”94 As evidenced by the immediate thoughts of these top Whitehall minds, British thought 

was far from communism, and focused on almost exclusively on selfish matters of appearance 

and self-interested economic or political opportunities. Indeed, even in the report entitled 

“British Strategy in the Sixties,” the Joint Planning Staff focused on the Soviet Union, which was 

a massive threat according to the United States, as more of a source of potential embarrassment 

more than anything else. According to Whitehall, the “Soviet Bloc is likely whenever it would 

further its own political aims and embarrass the West, to continue to encourage the smaller 

powers in military ventures or to foment insurrection.” 95 Clearly, the British were fearless 

regarding communist insurrection, and far more concerned with embarrassing displays of the 

USSR with the sole goal being to make Britain look bad. It is nearly impossible to align these 
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smaller concerns with the American remnants of the red scare. But that is what the British did, 

used a trumped-up charge of communism to sway US foreign policy in an important region that 

it knew little about. 

It is important to note that although Iraq provides an excellent example of Britain preying 

on the American fear of communism and severe inexperience, this is not the only nation in which 

such a power dynamic occurred. Within that same Strategy in the Sixties report, Britain laid out 

the important ideas that firstly, “the use of force as a means of settling international disputes is 

increasingly unacceptable to world opinion and unattractive to the major powers,” and secondly, 

that “United Kingdom’s Commonwealth and Colonial responsibilities is changing rapidly from 

that of maintenance or internal security in, and the defense of, dependent territories to that of 

support for and assistance in the defense of newly independent nations.”96 With these two posts 

of British policy, Britain’s smooth operations to fully entrench the United States in the region are 

even more shocking.   

Just after the coup in Iraq, the British and US forces leapt into action, invading Lebanon 

and Jordan in order to secure the governmental structures in both. The excuse given was the 

potentiality for mass instability throughout the region in response to the Iraqi revolution. The 

Western powers therefore claimed the necessity to further involve themselves in nearby countries 

to protect against upheaval. Britain took the lead, as per usual, with the United States in the 

supporting role. Yet the United States was seemingly blindsided by the end result. The US 

invaded Lebanon to prop up the president in a questionable civil war. They misused the 

Eisenhower Doctrine to prop up an internal Christian leader against the majority Muslim 

population. Britain simultaneously invaded Jordan, with additional American troops, backing up 
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the Hashemite monarchy therein. Communism was not a real threat in either nation, yet the US 

was once again caught up in their red-fear fog or perhaps rumblings of Islamophobia. After all its 

talk of natural state building, the world saw the United States reneging on its ideals, and 

spearheading its new reign as policeman of the Middle East. Both invasions were credited to the 

US. When left to its own devices, the world saw the US reacting to any perceived threat of 

communism with a stick and not a carrot.97 Although the United States claimed to feel pressured 

by Britain to intervene in Lebanon, they still fell for the smooth British machine, and found 

themselves completely stuck in the region. Clearly the UK took advantage of US fear, again 

scaring the Americans with anti-communist rhetoric, encouraging them to engage to support 

Britain’s conception of preserving western influence in Middle East. Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon, 

effectively the entirety of the Levant were suddenly forced upon the United States. Britain 

successfully removed itself from the situation, blaming communism all the while, even when 

everyone in Whitehall knew that Qasim had no intention of fully submitting to the USSR or any 

ideology.  

Immediately after the coup, Whitehall published a prospective outline for the immediate 

future of Iraq, dependent on three factors. First, whether Qasim would take some very early steps 

to grasp the “Communist nettle,” a course which would probably unite the majority of Iraqi 

centrists and the moderate Nationalist opinion behind him. This would have been, for the 

Western powers, the best course of action as it would give Qasim a reasonable chance of 

political survival and would have leant some stability to Iraq. Second, the British believed that if 

Qasim failed to do this (or perhaps even if he did it), he would likely fall to a possible move or 

agitation against him by nationalist and anti-communist elements. Third, whether through 
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passivity on the part of the government, or by some other means, Britain feared that the 

communists would successfully infiltrate themselves into positions where they could dominate 

the scene. The situation was, in any case, hardly one in which the Qasim would find it easy to 

stick to his stated policy of moderation, balance and internal reform.  

Whitehall’s understanding of Qasim’s government, as illustrated by the extensive reports 

compiled to reach the decisions on military sales, and the emphasis placed on image over 

substance, shows how comprehensive the British understanding of the lack of a communist threat 

really was. Whitehall understood that the whole regime really was seeking stability, both 

internally and externally. There was little or no likelihood of communist fervor overtaking the 

Iraqi government. Unfortunately, in the time since the revolution, the British were right about 

several other Iraqi predictions as well. Humphrey Trevelyan’s notion that Iraq would never be 

stable has too proven correct. Yet the British continually refuse to take any responsibility for 

their hand in the formation of such an unstable nation. Instead they blame the rogue state on the 

character of the Iraqis. It is not such a jump to suggest that a nation failing to own up to its role 

would also try to slither its way out of the entire problematic region. The key here remains, 

Whitehall knew in 1961 that there was no real chance for the Communists to gain control yet it 

continued to stoke the State Department’s fears to the opposite effect. This dalliance with 

communism in Iraq was due to the bizarre and inexperienced leadership of Qasim rather than any 

real, actualized, or sustained threat. Yet it would have been deeply inconvenient, and likely 

detrimental for the United Kingdom to take on any responsibility for the region that, at this point, 

hated and distrusted its former colonial power.   
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Chapter 6 

Iraq Post-Qasim and the Continuation of the Modern Age 

 

Iraq struggled through numerous coup attempts and political instability with its first 

republic under Prime Minister Qasim. While Qasim did not deliver on his promises of rural land 

reform and urban enfranchisement, his disassociation with any political party may have been 

what really led to his downfall.  He was neither a nationalist nor a communist – he was an egoist. 

Many believed Qasim to be an enigma; indeed the London Times began his obituary, “Who 

exactly was this man? Was he always at heart a simple soldier? Was he a cunning manipulator of 

people and parties? Was he a mystic in politics? Was he mad?”98  Yet the London Times gave 

Qasim too much credit. He was simply an army man who took control over the state of Iraq with 

no political know-how or ability to control a country in the throws of immense change. Qasim 

was an ineffectual ruler who attempted to play external and internal powers against each other 

and consolidate a cult of personality around himself, in the image of Gamal Abdel Nasser, yet 

failed in doing so. As such he spoiled any chance at Arab unity or a new age for the Arab world 

without colonial powers. His disappointing tenure and eventual murder were a direct result of his 

mismanagement of the groups within his country.  

Indeed, Qasim did not deliver on his promises so he had little popular support. Even 

where he might have succeeded, such as in the nationalization of the Iraqi Petroleum Company 

(IPC), his political naiveté and short-range vision failed him.99 Qasim waffled between 

communists and nationalists and therefore lost all support in the military and among the centrist 
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Iraqis. He isolated himself from his Arab neighbors by claiming Kuwait. Just like Nuri, he was 

isolated from his own people and from his Arab neighbors from whom he could have gained 

strength or support. Nuri had shown how precarious this position was yet Qasim fell into the 

same trap. Thus it might be seen as inevitable, or even some kind of poetic justice that in 

February, 1963 Qasim was executed by former friend and revolutionary leader Colonel Abd al-

Salam Arif on live television in a similarly brutal fashion to that which he subjected the 

Hashemites and Nuri to some five year earlier. The so-called Ramadan Revolution brought the 

Ba’ath party, the group who orchestrated the coup, to the seat of power in Iraq.  

But what would befall Iraq after Qasim?  In June 18, 1963, the voice of Amin Huwaidi, 

the UAR ambassador in Iraq, came over the airwaves of Baghdad Radio. He spoke of the seventh 

anniversary of the end of imperialism in “our country,” referring to the Suez Crisis and eventual 

expulsion of the British from Egypt. His address’s goals were threefold: a last ditch effort to 

encourage increased sentiment of Arab nationalism in Iraq, to make Qasim appear a fool and a 

disappointment to all Arabs, and to shame the British. One can sense the emotion in his words, 

seemingly begging for some hope that the Iraqi people might fully appreciate the gravity of the 

situation. This was the last ditch effort to save the UAR and enter into a future of pan-Arab 

nationalism. Huwaidi begins: 

Dear countrymen good evening. I take pleasure in speaking to you on the 7th 
anniversary of the evacuation of the imperialists from our country after a period 
of occupation, which continued for more than 70 years. It was a period replete 
with bitter struggle raging between the people on the one hand and imperialism 
and its collaborators on the other. Again and again the people had risen in arms 
and martyrs had fallen on both sides of the road of freedom. All along, their 
slogan was ‘we live for the fatherland and we die under the flag of the fatherland.’ 
At long last, victory was for the patient and truthful believers. 
 

  The Iraqis certainly understood and resonated with the idea of discontent between the people 

and imperial leadership, having emerged from the overthrow of the British in 1958 somewhat 
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unscathed. Huwaidi’s call to “do away with a loathsome regime which had been in existence far 

too long” thus reached interested ears. Indeed, his goal was to turn the tide of favour in Iraq back 

toward the pan-Arab nationalist ideology that Qasim ignored and repressed within the nation.  

His language suggests a group dynamic that could benefit all Iraqis, showing his understanding 

of the recurrent issues of inequality within the country. Qasim came to power due to the stratified 

society and general discontent, which wracked the lower classes. Yet he did nothing to alleviate 

those symptoms and thus Huwaidi was attempting to step up with new hope for a different 

future. His language brings to minds an idyllic future for the UAR and Iraq. The Middle East 

certainly would be a different place had his bid for pan-Arab unity succeeded. This notion of 

shared history and culture is clear with Huwaidi’s concluding remark: 

Our anniversary of evacuation is yours too. Undoubtedly, the joy which pervaded 
our country on that day has also extended to every person in our beloved Iraq. Our 
national days are yours and your struggle is ours. We are together in both 
prosperity and adversity. So we have been, so we are now and so we will always 
be.”100 
 

Huwaidi’s words signify the important change of feeling regarding Iraq that swept the Middle 

East by the end of Qasim’s reign. Those impassioned words really require little commentary; 

they provide the necessary description of this new hope and turning point. Clearly the fervor of 

communism had been extinguished and the drive toward some semblance of Arab unity after all 

those years was at the forefront of the common consciousness. Indeed, the winds had once again 

turned. Mrs. Ann C. Elwell was a key member of the Information Research Department, in 

London after the fall of Qasim. She received a letter from R.J.E. Thomas, a researcher and good 

friend of hers stationed in Baghdad in February of 1963. The letter clearly states the complete 
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absence of space for communist sentiment in Iraq after Qasim’s fall. He clearly defines the 

political mood in Iraq: 

 A fortnight after the Revolution here it looks as if the situation regarding anti-
communist propaganda in Iraq may have utterly changed… now the whole tenor 
of the statements of the new Government and of the post-Revolutionary press is 
strongly anti-Communist (despite the protestations of international non-alignment 
by the new Government). Communist publications have disappeared from the 
streets, communist films have disappeared from television. The newspapers carry 
a lot of anti-communist material, including criticism of the socialist countries.  
It is still too early the assess exactly what we can do in the anti-communist field 
here, but it does look as though there will be a demand for our material and we 
will do our best to ensure that no opportunity is missed…No doubt you will 
observe that Al Fajr Al Jadid is also running a column by “Abu Majal” which 
contains some pretty tart criticism of the communists.101 
 

 With that new dawn of Ba’athist Iraq came the final demise of any kind of communist voice. 

The British perfectly timed the end of their sole leadership over Iraq, whether or not they knew it 

at the time. As of 1963 they would have no longer been capable of entrapping the United States 

in the sinkhole of Iraq in the same stealthy manner. The communist threat was gone. Yet Iraq’s 

independence from British imperialism and new, challenging relationship with the United States 

was just beginning. Thus came the final curtain call for the British Empire, and the 

uncomfortable brightness of a new day not yet free of western meddling, involvement, and 

superpowerdom, in the clearly non-communist, yet never stable state of Iraq. Just as people 

accrue psychological damage, nations too can suffer from the collective historical memory of 

psychological trauma. As much as Iraqis might “not like stability,” they have never been granted 

the experience of living in a country of security without trauma of imperialism, poor leadership, 

or lasting peace.102 The continued British and American involvement has guaranteed that 

                                                
101 Letter from R.J.E. Thomas, Baghdad to Mrs. Ann C. Elwell (Information Research 
Department, Foreign Office, London) 26th February 1963 
102 This is a reference back to Humphrey Trevelyan’s assessment of Iraq in 1961 mentioned in 
greater detail in chapter 3.  
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potentiality will not see the light of day. The British clearly goaded the Americans into entering 

irrevocably into the region of Iraq, and pushed for greater Middle East delegation to American 

control. Although the United States has suffered due to this responsibility, the Iraqis lost the 

most in this mid-century transaction: any hope of a truly fresh start or new age as a republic.  

 

 
  

                                                                                                                                                       
Sir Humphrey Trevelyan’s Valedictory Despatch, Baghdad, to Lord Home, October 26, 1961. 
EQ 1015/169. Confidential. 
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