THE ROLE OF THE OTTOMAN-TRAINED
OFFICERS IN INDEPENDENT IRAQ

YUCEL GUCLU

The need for a stable supply of officers stationed in the Arab provinces
prompicd the Sublime Porte in 1871 to invite Iragis to choose the military as
a profcssion:

Duc to the fact that Baghdad, our city, is the headquarters of the
Imperial 6" Army of the Iraqi districts, the establishment of a military
sccondary school there is very nccessary. Students who complete their
studies in this school will be sent to the Imperial War College in
Istanbul 1o continue their cducation, so that they might grauate as
officers. The school opens a clear future to its graduates up to the rank
of ficld marshal and it is indispensable for the progress of our
1

countrymen.

The military sccondary school was cstablished in Baghdad in 1872.
Aticndance in 1898 was 269 students; in 1900 it was 256. By 1909 another
military sccondary school had been opened in Siilcymaniye. The government
paid the students’ expenses in Baghdad, including room and board and sent the
graduates of the military sccondary school to Istanbul, rcimbursing their
traavel fecs and supporting them through the War College. Thus the army
became an idcal carcer for lower-class Iraqis from less prominent familics.
Poor farmilics made their sons attend the military sccondary school in
Baghdad so that it might Icad to their completing their higher studics in the
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War College in istanbul and graduate as officers in the Ouoman army. For
them, military cducation became a popular means for social mobilily.2

Each ycar from 1874 to the First World War, an avcrage of thirty to
forty Iraqi military sccondary school graduates went on 1o Istanbul; in 1903
the Iragis were ten pereent of the total number admitted to the War College.
By 1914, the military sccondary schools in Irag were sending over a hundred
cadets a year o Istanbul. By the beginning of the First World War some
1,200 had become Ottoman army officers. Graduates of the War College in
istanbul were commissioned as licutcnants and most of the Iragis among
them werc later stationed in their provinces. By imperial decree, officers from
Arabic-speaking arcas were sent back to their own regions, while other
officers drew lots for assignment. From the last quarter of the nincteenth
century up to the end of the First World War, no Arab district supplicd morc,
or of highcr standard, officcrs to the Ottoman army than did Iraq.3

Iraqis studying at the Istanbul War College were comfortable in the
Ottoman milicu. As Iragi Moslcms under Ottoman suzcrainty for more than
300 ycars, they had become acclimatised, accepting the spiritual and tcmporal
leadership of the Ottoman sultan-caliph, looking 1o Iragis such as Mahmut
Scvket Pasha, who had auaincd a high position in the Ottoman
establishment, as an ideal example of upward mobility. They appreciated the
opportunity to study in cosmopolitan fstanbul, the center of intcllectual
ferment. While at the War College, they learned French and attended lectures
by German instructors on the history of war, weapons, military organisation,
strategy, tactics and military litcrature. As army cadets, they were impresscd
with the technical and military cducation they received, by the gencral staff
system that instilled order and respect for efficiency, and with the clevation of
the methods of war to the level of scicnce, once again creating the possibility
of Moslem military ascendance. Reading the chicf German instructor General
Colmar Frciherr Von Dcer Goltz's The Nation in Arms, they were
impressed by his thoughts on the role of the army and education in society.
But they rcad other things as well. Like the Turks, the Arab students secretly

2A. R. al-Hilali, History of Education in Iraq in the Ottoman Era:
1538-1917, Baghdad, 1959, pp. 164 and 220. Sce also K. Karpat,
‘Reinterpreting Ottoman History: A Note on the Condition of Education in
1874, International Journal of Turkish Studies, Vol. 2, 1981-
1982, pp. 93-100 and D. Pool, 'From Elite to Class: The Transformation of
Iraqi Leadership, 1920-1939', International Journal of Middle East
Studies, Vol. 12, 1980, pp. 333-335.
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read thc works of Namik Kcemal, the Ottoman liberal, and they joined the
Arab-Ottoman brotherhood socictics which advocated equality for all
mcmbers of the Ottoman Empirc.4

The Arabs were brethren in faith with the Turks but had a number of
grievanccs against the Ottoman administration. In Iraq, the pocts Maruf al-
Rusafi (1875-1945) and Jamil al-Zahawi (1863-1936) criticised absolute
rule’s injustices while remaining loyal Ottoman subjects. When the Young
Turk revolt occurred, therefore, Iraqis saw the new regime as onc of reform.
In fact, the Young Turks, following their revolution, madc a gesture of good
will towards the Arabs. The policy of Otlomanism was adopted with a view
of assuring common lotaly to thc Empirc on the basis of cquality. But this
only proved to be a bricf interlude and was followed by disappointment.
Growing cfforts to link the provinces morc tightly to Istanbul and the call 1o
firmer discipline were the Young Turks' formula for rcgencrating the
Ottoman Empirc. Arab intclligentsia resented the Young Turks' policy of
centralisation. The Arabs did not conccal their bitierness and the rupture was
a signal for thcm to organisc nationalist associations. Arab intcllcctuals and
political activists began to come around to the view that the cultural and
political aspirations of the Arabs would be better scrved by the separation of
the Arab provinces from the rest of the Ottoman Empire and, some fclt, by
the creation of an Arab state under an Arab king. A few of these individuals
were also aware that the achicvements of these aims would not be entirely
unwelcome to the European powers, particularly Britain.S

As a result, number of Arab sccret socictics were cstablished in
various parts of thc Empire. One of these, al-Ahad (the Covenant), founded by
Aziz Al al-Misri in 1914, was dominated by a group of army officers of Iraqi
origin, many of whom wcre to become Icading politicians under thec mandate
and monarchy. Hencee by the time of the First World War the idca that the
Arabs should break away [rom the Ottoman Empire, though gencrally not the
more specific notion of forming a scperate Iraqi state, had begun to gain
ground among political activists in Iraq and somc of these Iraqi officers were
to play a major rolc in the British-sponsorcd Sharifian army, which started
the Arab rcevolt in the Hijaz in 1916. An unspecificd number of officcrs of
Iraqi origin in the Ottoman army, such as Nuri al-Said, offered their services

41bid.

5Scc H. Kayah, Arabs and Young Turks, London, 1997, in particular
chapter three on ‘The Opposition and the Arabs, 1910-1911°, pp. 81-115.
Also G. Lenczowski, The Middle East in World Affairs, New York,
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Ottoman Empire and Modern Turkey, New York, 1977, Vol. 2, pp.
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1o the British and many of them cventually entered the so-called North Arab
Army (o scrvc cither on Faisal's staff or as ficld commander.®

It must, however, be particularly pointed out that most Arab officers
remained loyal to the Ottoman state to the end of the war. Among those who
joincd the Sharifian army were very few who on their own initiative had gone
over to the Ouoman Empirc’'s enemics. The British recruited Faisal's soldicrs
from the prisoncr-of-war camps in India, requesting that the India command
send the Arab prisoncrs o the Hijaz, which they began to do in 1916. Many
Iragis were not informed of their destination, nor were they given advance
bricfing, so that of the 132 prisoncrs who arrived in Junc 1916, for example,
102 officers and soldicrs refused 1o fight the Turks; of the cleven officers,
only three joined the Sharifians.”

King Faisal I of Iraq rcceived his crown from the British and derived
his support from British plancs and, primarily, from the clique of Ottoman-
traincd army officers who had sharcd a common background of school,
military scrvicc and expericnce of Faisal's provisional government in Syria.
These officicrs, most of whom cntered the new Iraqgi officer corps or took up
civilian posts after the crcation of the Kingdom of Iraq comprised the new
state's educated clite. Both the Ottoman Empirc with its focus on Islam and
the Arab provinces as thcy had known them, no longer cxisted. Sccularly
educated, the officers drew upon their [stanbul educational experience and
subscquent war-time c¢vents in order to devisc their own ideology. Like
Faisal, they had little support in Iraq although most of them had been born
there. Altogether their number amounted to about 300 and, with few
exceptions, they were of Sunni scct and came from Baghdad or the northern
part of the country. The only conncctions which Faisal had with Iraq were
through these officers and their roots were not decp. Few came from notable
or lcading familics. The strength of the bond tying them to the throne differcd
according o individual circumstances, but it is uscful to distinguish between
the later recruits to the Sharifian causc, i.c. the officers who jotned Faisal's
scrvice in Syria after the end of the war with the Turks in October 1918, like
Yashin al-Hashimi who did not desert the Ottoman army but rose to the rank
of a general and gained successcs against the British troops in Palestine, and
the earlicr voluntcers who rallicd from the beginning to the revolt raised in
1916 by Faisal's father, Shari{ Hussain of Mccca, or took an active part in

oM. Farouk-Sluglett and P. Sluglett, Iraq since 1958: From
Revolution to Dictatorship, London, 1987, p. 7.

7B. C. Busch, Britain, India and the Arabs: 1914-1924, Los Angecles,
1971, p. 175.
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the cnsuing desert campaigns and, of nccessily, became more closely
identificd with the Sharifian family and its intcrests.8

Of coursc, Faisal relicd, in the first place, on the officers who fought
for him longcest or stood by his side through danger or adversity, on such
men as, Jafar al-Askari, Nuri al-Said, Jamil al-Midfai and Ali Jawdat al-
Ayyubi, all of whom rosc cventually to the premicrship. Atachment to the
Sharifian causc and to Faisal's movement in Syria gave them an advantage.
These men had no personal wealth or family prestige and hence were
dependent upon Faisal for their power. Typical of this group was Nuri al-
Said, born in Baghdad in 1888 of a family with a modcst position in the
Ottoman burcaucracy. Educated at the Baghdad military sccondary school and
later at the War College in Istanbul, he was the only Ottoman army officer or
Iraqi origin to desert the armed forces before the outbreak of the First World
War. Later he worked with the British and Faisal. Nuri al-Said rcturned from
Syria to become the Chief of Stalf of the newly formed Iragi army in 1921,
He became Deputy Commender-in-Chicf of the army in 1924, Defence and
Forcign Minister in 1927 and in 1930 Prime Minister for the first of thirtcen
times. Nuri al-Said's carly education, military training and army service under
the Ou;)man Empire sct his character and determined his course as a public
figure.

The creation of a national army was stimulated by the necessity of
absorbing, as far as possible, the large and articulate group of unemployed
and discontented ex-officers from the Ottoman army. The problem was further
aggravated by the acute jealousy between the cx-Sharifian and ex-Ottoman
officers. Morcover, Iragi cx-offlicials formerly in Ottoman service (and some
of them, indeced, did not desert the Turks until the fall of the Ottoman
Empirc) as well as local notables regarded the ex-Sharifian officers with
suspicion and fcar, lest they appropriatc all the best posts. There was, for that
matter, definitc animosity between the Sharifian veterans and former officers
from the Ottoman service such as Bakr Sidgi who staged the 1936 coup.10

The Sharifian officcrs who Faisal brought with him were, of course,
too few to govern the country on their own. As is indicated above, they had
to sharc power with the ex-Ottoman officials, who had neither taken part in
the Sharif's rcbellion nor had desired sccession from the Ottoman state. For
these officials, who had themsclves formed part of the state, the condition of

8H. Batatu, The OIld Social Classes and the Revolutionary
Movements of Iraq, New Jersey, 1978, p. 319.

9W. Gallman, Iraq Under General Nuri, Baltimore, 1964, p. 88.

10p_ Ireland, Iraq: A Study in Political Development, London, 1937,
p. 224.
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Iraq after 1918 was most unsatisfactory. Once they had helped to rulc a state
which was the onc Moslcm Great Power in the world, now thcy were
confincd to a petty kingdom which was occupicd and controlled by a
Christian power. This power had, furthcrmore, brought in a number of
obscurc men and put them in positions of authority; and these men were
claiming that they were the only genuinc Arab nationalists, that their
uprising had inaugurated a ncw Arab rcnaissance, when in fact they had
merely been accessorics to the humiliation of Islam. The sardonic bitierness
of these official classes, without whom Iraq could not be governed, knew no
bounds. The clicnts of the British, Arab nationalists? They would show them
who were the truc nationalists. When Nuri al-Said negotiated a treaty with
Britain in 1931, his opponcnts sct up a great agitation, claiming that the
wreaty did not give Iraq truc independence but was mercly a diabolic device to
subjcct the country more firmly than cver to British control. In the
controversics which ensucd, the supporters of Nuri al-Said and Jafar al-Askari
taunted Yasin al-Hashimi, who was opposcd to the treaty, with having done
nothing for Arab nationalism: he had not abandoncd the Ottomans in mid-war
as the Sharifian officers had donc, but had fought by their side until the

end. 11

Onc of al-Hashimi's followcrs, Fahmi al-Mudarris, was moved to
reply. ‘It is not wisc', he wrotc, to blame al-Hashimi for having stood firm
with the Outoman army until the last shot had been fired. His behaviour can
be justificd on two counts. In the first place, he had the duty, as a faithful
commandcr, to prescrve the army and his own honour; in the sccond, he
belicved that the destruction of the Ottoman army would lcad the Arabs to be
delivered over and to submit to the Allics who would divide up their country
into zones of influence, which is in fact what happened. Sceing what it
means to keep faith, and what military rcgulations arc, had al-Hashimi
abandoned the Ottomans he would have included himsclf in the category of
traitors. Again, how dare Faisal and his family claim to be the leaders of the
Arabs and to have saved them [rom Ouoman rule? In Ottoman times pcople
were not uscd to hear of titles such as King of the Hijaz - a title which
Faisal's father had taken to himsclf. On the contrary, the proudest title of the
Ouoman sultan-caliph on the ruins of whose empire Iraq and so many other
countrics were built, exclaimed al-Mudarris, was that of Khadim al-haramian
al-sharafain (the Servant of the Two Holy Places of Mccca and Mcdina); the
highest rank in which the sultan-caliph glorificd was that of Sweepcrs of the
Holy Places; did they not usc the broom as a symbol of their rule?!2

11E Kedouric, ‘The Kingdom Iraq: A Retrospect', in The Chatham House
Version and other Middle Eastern Studies, London, 1984, pp.
276-271.

121hid., pp. 277-278.
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Al-Mudarris expressed to perfcction an attitude which was encountered
again among the official classcs of Iraq whosc Ottoman carcers had been
ended by the British occupation: Iraq, he wrote, ncver was a Turkish colony;
it was part of thc Ouoman Empirc which had been independent for more than
six centurics. Neither was the state Turkish, but Ottoman. This mcant that it
gathered undcr its banner different races in the same manncr as the Iragi state
would today, had it been independent. The Iragis were not under the yoke of
Turkish rule, as they are today under the Turks and the other raccs, in all the
department of the state. There was no discrimination in rights or dutics
between the Turks and the Iragis, and they shared offices, high positions and
the good and the bad cqually. The Iraqi excrciscd rule, justice, administration
and politics for centuries, not only in Iraq, but in all parts of the Ottoman
Empirc, which extended o Europe, Asia and Africa.13

The German military adviscrs who reinstituted the Ottoman system of
military cducation from 1880s onwards cnvisioncd an oflicers corps traincd
and organiscd on the Prussian model, namely an clite, homogencous, unificd
group, albeil in this casc drawn from the various linguistic and social
groupings that made up the Empirc. It would cxist as a distinct social class
and be the heart and soul of the army. The unity of its membership would
not nccessarily be through direct loyalty to the monarch but rather through
the sharing of common cxpcricnce and profession. Having common interests
and common dutics, the wholc body would render itsclf responsible to cach
individual member. Thus, Iragis who passcd through the Ottoman military
system maintained a bond even though they fought on different sides during
the First World War. Yashin al-Hashimi, for cxample, who had scrved with
Otuomans and was wounded in the fighting in Palestine, was rescued by Nuri
al-Said, who was fighting with the British, not only becausc the former was
an Iraqi but because they were comrades-in-arms from the War College. Later,
in Iraq, they werce political adversarics during most of their carcers, working
togcther only when politics required their cooperation.14

The Icgacy of the Ottoman military cducation transcended purcly
military mattcrs. It led to a system of nctworking and politicisation that
would play a large role in Iraqi and Arab politics in later ycars. By the end of
1920s, the Ottoman-trained officers became the governing class in Iraq and
until a new generation of military men extinguished their flame in 1958,
they played a dominant role in public affairs through their possession of a
wide array of political positions such as ministcrial officcs ambassadorships,
provincial governorships, court officials and army officers. Ninc of the
fourtcen prime ministers from 1921 to 1932, for example, werc former
Ottoman army officers as werc thirty-two out of fifty-six major cabinet

131bid., p. 278.
14pool, From Elite to Class, pp. 333-337.



130 THE TURKISH YEARBOOK [VOL. XXVI

members. By 1936, among the Iraqi officers holding posts of commander and
above in the ncw army, fifty out of sixty-onc were cx-Ottoman officers who
had received their education in Istanbul. !

There was also a dircct link between the politicised officers who
controlled the Iraqi government after 1936 and the Ouoman military system.
Two teachers in the Iraqi Military Academy, in particular, propagated the
active role of the army in politics. The first, Taw{ik Hussain, a product of
the Ottoman military system, remained in the Turkish army until his rcturn
to Iraq in the carly 1930s. Appointed instructor in military history by Taha
al-Hashimi, who kncw him from Istanbul, Hussain lcctured extensively on
nationalism. Hc influcnced the post-1930 gencration of Iraqgi officers by
advocating that Iraq should be likc Turkcy. His hero was Kemal Atatiirk and
his lectures inspircd many officers to envision themselves in the role of the
Turkish lcader. By 1934, Hussain had morc than scventy officers in his
circle, including the Icader of thc 1941 coup in Iraq, Salah ud-Din as-
Sabbagh. The second tcacher was Taha al-Hashimi, a graduate of the Baghdad
military sccondary school, who attended the Istanbul War Collcge and Staff
Academy. Although al-Hashimi scrved in the Ottoman Army, where he
rcached the rank of licutcnant coloncl, he was belier known as a teacher
because of his predilection for military studies, history and geography. Most
of his carcer in Iraq was as Commandcr-in-Chicf of thc Army, where he was
eventually promotcd to gencral. Al-Hashimi also tought in the Military
Academy and wrotc textbooks.16

There is cvidence that aticndance at the Baghdad military sccondary
school and Istanbul War College was most influcntial exppericnce for many
army officers who later achicved political power in Iraq. To be sure, other
facts such as a social bakground, family and religion playcd a large rolc in
forming a person's later political world view. Noncthelcss, the shared
schooling and cxpericnces, and the fricndships many of these officers made
during this pecriod of carly adulthood, lasted and, for many of thcm,
determined the circle of persons with whom they stayed in contact throughout
the remainder of their lives.

The carly 1920s, which brought the creation of the Iraqi state, atso
markcd the beginning of stiff opposition to foreign control. From the very
foundation of the Iraqi kingdom, there was the nagging fecling that it was a
make-believe kingdom, built on false preiences and kept going by a British
design and for a British purpose. This was the origin and explanation of the
rabid anti-British fcelings of large sections of the ruling classcs of Iraq, a

151bid. See also P. Marr, ‘'Iraq’s Leadership Dilemma: A Study in Leadership
Trends, 1948-1968°, Middle East Journal, Vol. 24, 1970, pp. 297-298.

161piq.
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fecling which persisted until the end and which occastonally cxploded in
bursts of hatred and outrage. The British indced had few friends in the
kingdom they founded. The King and the Sharifian officers who came with
him did not darc show gratitude to their patrons, but must always be pressing
them for further concessions to make sccure their own position and prestige.
Morcover, the institutions of the mandate were calculated to arousc suspicion
in the minds of the Moslcm politicians and administrators. Their blunt,
uncomplicatcd minds saw in politics nothing but the cxercisc of power, and
when they found themsclves flanked by British advisers who were susposed
to guidc their steps and instruct them in Leaguc of Nations virtucs, they were
convinced that this was but an undcrhand manncr of undcrmining their
authority and diminishing thcir power. They were also indignant that
Christians and forcigners should presume to teach them, who had ruled the
country in Ottoman times, how to govcm.17

Nationalist opposition was to dominatc the political scene right up to
the revolution of 1958. The single mindcd struggle against the mandatory
power, oftcn accentuated violence and insurrcction, finally achicved nominal
independence in 1932, The conflict with Britain distracted the leadership from
the pressing domestic problems and stood in the way of coopceration with the
West that might have been bencficial to Iraq. The end of the mandate had
significance for the cx-Sharifian officers gathered around King Faisal, in
giving them a freer hand to cxercisc control within the country, but the
British authoritics rctaincd suprcme powcer and the vast majority of the
population continucd to be excluded from any meaningful participation in
government. 18

The throne inherited most of the power lcft by the British and cabincts
continucd to be controlled by pro-British former Ottoman army officers led
by Nuri al-Said. The tightening grip of Faisal and his pro-British cohorts, in
rcturn, spawned a ncw opposition, which attacked the new treaty of 1930 and
the British conncction. This movement was [ar morc broadly bascd and ably
led than the opposition movements of the 1920s. Like the members of the
government, the opposition lcaders were mainly Otloman-trained army
officers, but because of their opposition to the British and the treaty they had
remaincd at the margins of power. 19

The next twenty-six years of what was now the indcpendent state
represent, to a very great extent, a continuation of the mandate in the sense

17K edourie, The Kingdom Iraq, pp. 278-279.
18p Mansficld, The Arabs, London, 1982, pp. 233-234.

19Foreign Office Papers, Public Record Office, London - henceforth
referred to as 'F.O." - 371/800/392. Ogillivie-Forbes (Baghdad) to Scymour,
3 September 1934.
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that the ‘permitted political arcna’ continued o be occupicd by the same old
groups of pcople who had become prominent in the 1920s and their close
fricnds and associates. Politicians in Baghdad continucd to jockey for
position, ignoring rcal problems. As cabincts succeeded one another, the
fabric of statc and thc constitutional structurc began to crode. The most
obvious difference between the politics of the 1920s and those of the 1930s,
particularly after the death of King Faisal I in 1933 and the succession to the
throne of his son Ghazi (1933-1939), was the emergence of the armed forces
as a ncw locus of political power, although in many ways this development
was morc a change of stylc than of substance.20

Here onc has to remark that the carricrs of aspirations to Arab
nationalism and the content of the aspirations themselves underwent
important qualitative changes with the passage of time. In the casc of the
Sharifian officers who threw in their lot with Faisal and the Iragi state after
1921, their original patriotic and nationalist attitudes arc not in doubt. By the
end of the 1920s, howcvcr, it was clcar that such ligurcs as Nuri al-Said and
Jafar al-Askari had become content to accommodate themsclves to the
British, with the result that any Arab nationalist credentials they might once
have had gradually ccased to count in their favour among the Iraqi population.

Simultancously, considerable ferment could be noticed in the armed
forces. A group of officers belicved that the army was the only organised
authority capable of accomplishing the desired change and initiating the
ncccessary reforms. The army had cstablished its patriotic and nationalist
credentials in the hearts of many members of the urban population in the
summer of 1933 by its campaign against the Assyrians, who were considered
as an important adjunct of the British presence. The military began to enter
the political scene and some of army officers, stimulated by nationalist idcas
and influcneced by the authoritarian regimes which were taking place outside
the country, started to call for military rule. The civillian politicians, secking
to lcad the intelligentsia, responded with liberal and social democratic slogans
and programs. In the confusion of these competing idcas and forces, military
intervention in politics increased.2!

The authoritarian regime that excricd the most powerful influcnce on
Iraqis, cspecially on the older gencration of nationalists, was that of Kemal
Auatiirk in Turkey. The modernist and progressive nature of the new Turkish
Republic over the border had a high appealing cffcct among them, as it had
elsewhere in the Islamic world. No other Middle Eastern Icader has had

20Sluglcll/SIug]cll, Iraq since 1958, p. 15.

21F 0. 371/800/288. Hoare (Baghdad) to Simon, 28 August 1933. Also sce
Survey of International Affairs, 1934, London, 1936, pp. 122-134
and K. Husry, The Assyrian Affair of 1933, International Journal of
Middle East Studies, Vol. 5, 1974, pp. 161-176.
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anything approaching Atatiirk's charisma, reputation or political power,
Indced Atatiirk's personality and his modernising reforms, which were aimed
at creating a strong statc on European lincs, attracted much intcrest in Iraq.
Many of the Outoman-trained army officers could casily imaginc themsclves
in the Turkish President's role. These have expressed admiration openly for
Atatiirk, scveral politicians, including Yasin al-Hashimi, being credited with
personal desircs to emulate his part. It has been no secret that public opinion,
its confidence shaken in the Council of Ministers and in Parliament, had
lcancd increasingly towards Turkey and Atatiirk as suitable modcls for Iraq.22

The army officers often discussed the existing situation in Iraq and
comparcd it unfavourably with the ncighbouring government in Turkey. Just
as the Kemalist administration in Turkey was climinating forcign control and
carrying out reforms, so should the army officers in Iraq rulc their country in
order to cleminate the last vestiges of forcign control, 1o create a stable
political machine, and, finally to liberate the sister Arab countrics which
were still struggling towards (recdom and unity. Their modcl, as well as their
inspiration, was indccd Kemalist Turkey, because that country, they arguced,
had been able to maintain its independence only through the reorganisation of
its army. Irag's lack of progress and governmental instability were contrasted
with the spectacular achicvements of the new Turkish regime and the solidity
of the Kemalist government. As a Moslem country with a background of
similar traditions and problems, Turkcy offered a more attainable cxample
than Europcan rcgimes. Although Turkey's radical sccularisation found few
advocates among older Iragis, the usc of the state to encourage the
development of industry, agriculwre and cducation did have wide appeal.
Above all, Kemal Atatiirk's master(ul handling of Parliament scemed,
particularly to military, to sct an cxample worth following.23

By the end ol October 1936 the situation was considered to be ripe for
the first of the many military coups which have since shaken Iraq. General
Bakr Sidqi, a graduatc of the War College of Istanbul who served in command
position in thc Ottoman army throughout the First World War and who
joined the newly-formed Iraqi army in 1921, scizcd power after staging a
military coup. Sidgi had looked at the leader of his ncighbour, Turkey, and
found it significant that hc had ariscn from humble army ranks 1o rule his
country and carry out rcforms. 24

22p. Marr, The Modern History of Iraq, London, 1985, p. 70. Also
Picrre Rondot, ‘La Turquic et les Problemes Mediterranées’, Politique
Etrangeére, Vol. 4 (5), 1939, p. 542. On Kemalist government and reforms
see especially P. B. Kinross, Atatiirk: The Rebirth of a Nation,
London, 1964, pp. 337-397 and B. Lewis, The Emergence of Modern
Turkey, London, 1961, pp. 473-483.

231bid.

24M. Khadduri, Independent Iraq, London, 1951, pp. 78-81.
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Hikmat Sulciman, an Ottoman cducatcd lawycr who admircd the
achicvements of the Kemalist movement in Turkey, became the Prime
Minister and Bakr Sidqi acceding to the post of the Chicl of General Staff
becamc the strong man and the real ruler of the country. Sulciman, Sidqi's
personal fricnd, had hclped to establish liaison between the young
intclligentsia and the army. The former ecmerged as the hero of the revolution
and it was cntircly due to his cfforts that the latter was won for the group of
radical intcllectuals. Sulciman, thc younger brother of the pre-war Young
Turk general Mahmut Scvket Pasha, must have remembered his brother's
great adventurous feat when he marched on stanbul at the head of the
revolutionary Ottoman Movement Army in July 1909, dcmanding the
abdication of thc monarch. With that memory in mind, Sulciman persuaded
Sidqi to Icad a rcvolution in the Iragi army in order to force the existing
cabinet 1o resign.2

Of all the Iraqgi politicians, Sulciman was best known for his
courageous and adventurous spirit, for his frankness and straightforwardness.
He became popular among the young men because he appeared to them as a
progressive clder politician. He called himsell a reformist on the lincs of the
Kemalist movement in Turkey. His wholc social and cconomic background
was bascd on his own understanding of the Kemalist government. In 1935,
he had spent a fcw months in Turkey. He visited some of its industrial
complexes and acquainted himsclf with the country's social and economic
development. Sulciman had been trained in Istanbul and had always admired
the Turks, but on this visit hc was much morc impressed as he was able o
comparc the development under the Kemalist administration with the
Ottoman rcign under the sultans. In December 1935, Sulciman returned to
Iraq and was sceen walking down the strects of Baghdad with a hat on his hecad
- onc noticeable sign of the cffcct of his visit to Turkey. His admiration for
the Turkish Icader had further increased after his visit 1o Turkey, following
which he wrotc scveral articles advocating a thoroughgoing modernisation
and sccularisation on Ankara's lincs.26

Both Sidgi and Sulciman were under the spell of the Kemalist
principles and practices and both tricd to take them as a model for Iraq. They
were both ardently pro-Turkish and had almost the same outlook. One of
Suleiman’s first official acts was to announce that he would visit Ankara to
cement Turkish-Iraqi fricndship and to observe Turkish reforms for possible
introduction into Iraq. He considered that the example provided by Atatiirk
was one to follow, that true advanccment was impossible so long as
rcligious fanaticism remaincd. The new lcadership had the greatest respect for

251bid., p. 75.
261bid. Also Marr, Modern History of Iraq, p. 69.
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the progress registered by Republican Turkey. The most concrete result of
Sidqi's rulc was the rapprochement with Turkey which was expressed by the
signing, on 9 July 1937, of the Saadabad Pact. In comparison with Turkey,
which was homogencous and free of any foreign influence, Iraq undcr British
supcrvision still had to content with great difficulty for internat cquilibrium
in questions of minoritics, colonisation of intcrior and finances. The
rcformist plans of the new government remainced largely unimplemented and
Sidgi was assassinatcd by a group of dissident officcrs on 11 August 1937 in
Mosul while on his way to attend military mancocuvres in Thrace, in
responsc 1o an official invitation from the Turkish government. Sidqi's pro-
Turkish policy clicited some praisc in the British press, the year 1937 being
one of gradual Anglo-Turkish rapprochement as a result of the worsening
European situation.

It must be emphasisced, however, that from the point of view of
historical parcllel it would be far morc accurate to compare the Sidgi regime
with the short-lived governments of the Committee of Union and Progress
sct up by Western-influenced Turkish officer-intcllcctual groups in revolt
against thc monarchical rulc. Unlike Atatiirk, who established his political
regime as a victorious Commander-in-Chicf and who had rcal control over his
brethren officers as well as over the country as a whole, Sidgi was goaded
into action by a scrics of failurcs which Iraq had faced.

The military coup of October 29, 1936 proved 1o be a major turning
point in Iraqi history. It made a critical brecach in the constitution and paved
the way for further army involvement in politics. The army had tested power
and it gradually camc to control political affairs. The coup was the first step
toward the cvents of April 1941. The most important immediate cffect of the
coup was to remove the Icading figures of the previous government from
Iraq. It madc a clean, if temporary, sweep of the old ruling group that had
governed the country since it was founded. Only onc vetcran politician,
Hikmat Sulciman, could find his way into thc new govcmmcm.?-8

For the next four years, until the spring of 1941, governments wcere
madc and dismissed according to the wishes of the army officers, and six
morc military coups had taken place within this period. By this time, the
military and civilian politicians had become divided broadly into two: those
who were supporting Britain and its allics against thc Axis powers and those
who were not. Britain's most promincnt supporters were the Regent Abd al
Illah and Nuri al-Said, and its most outstanding opponents were Rashid Ali

27Cabinet Office Papers, Public Record Office, London -henceforth
referred to as ‘C.A.B.- 23/86. Cab 62 (36), 4 November 1936. And
Bulletin of International Affairs, Vol. 14 (4), 1977, p. 21.

28M. Khadduri, The Coup d'Etat of 1936: A Study in Iraqi Politics’, Middle
East Journal, Vol. 2 (3), 1948, pp. 270-292.
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al-Ghailani and his circle, who enjoyed the support of a powcerlul faction of
officers known as the '‘Golden Squarc'. In April 1941, the then ruling group
of coloncls, the 'Golden Squarc', slithered into a war with Britain - caused
cssentially by their resentment of Britain's privileged position and expressed
in their refusal to let Britain makc full use of Iraq's territory and
communications for thc war cffort. A bricl campaign by the British forces in
May cndcd with the routing of the Iraqi army. After the defeat of the Rashid
Ali movement, Iraq was sccured to the Allied side by the co-operation of the
Regent and an cstablishment of scnior politicians, such as Jamil al-Midfai
and Ali Jawdat, among whom Nuri al-Said prcdominatcd.?-9

Apart from their other aspects, the 1936 and 1941 military coups
could, in a scnsc, be viewed also as rebellions by the younger or sccond line
of cx-Sharifians, or by the post-1918 Sharifian rccruits against the dominant,
minister-furnishing ex-Sharifian clements: Brigadicr Bakr Sidqi and Brigadicr
Abdul Latif Nuri, who staged the 1936 coup, and all four of the coloncls who
were behind the 1941 military movement: Salah ud-Din as-Sabbagh, Kamil
Shabib, Fahmi Said and Mahmud Salman were cx-Sharifians of the post-
1918 group. They all had attended the War College in Istanbul, fought on the
Ouoman side in the war and joincd Faisal's movement in Syria.30

Following 1941, Nuri al-Said was the lcading statcsman of Iraq and
the chiefl representative of the Hashemite cstablishment, whether he was in or
out office. Even when he did not serve as minister, he was not really out of
power, for he cither influenced policy through a protégé or through the head
of statc as a privy counscllor. In the post Sccond World War cra, Irag's
political forces were divided into two broad major groups: the ruling
conscrvative group deriving its strength primarily from land-owning
clements, morc particularly the sheiks of the Middle Euphratcs and the
nationalist and socialist opposition rclying, by and large, on support in the
citics. The conservative group tended to rally around the person of Nuri al-
Said, who emerged as time went on, not only as an undisputed Icader of the
status quo forces, but also as the 'strong man of Iraq'. He acted as the chicfl
supporter and scrvant of the Hashemitc dynasty, bold spokesman for closcr
tics with Britain and the West.3!

Nuri al-Said succeeded in organising not only a devoted following
among the traditional rank and file but also in subordinating to his leadership
an impressive number of conservative clder statcsmen. Such former Premiers

291bid.
3OBalalu. 0Old Social Classes, p. 337.

3TLenczowski, Middle East in World Affairs, pp. 252-253. For a full
political biography of Nuri al-Said sce in particular Lord W. Birdwood, Nuri
al-Said: A Study in Arab Leadership, London, 1959.
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as Jamil al-Midfai, Ali Jawdat, Tewlik as-Suwcidi and Arshad al-Umari,
though they might have worked at cross-purposcs under Iess skilful guidance,
tended 10 co-operatc with cach other and with Nuri al-Said as a fairly
harmonious tcam. Becausc of this trusted tcam of associates, it was Nuri al-
Said's government which by and large ruled the country in the 1950s
irrespective of whether or not he headed the cabinet himscelf. He sought to
maintain stablc government through firm and frequently autocratic measurcs
and attempted to modernise the country gradually by the use of rapidly
increasing oil revenues.32

Nuri al-Said determined the country's policy, which mcant externally
closc collaboration with the West and internally a police stalte, though in
retrospect his rule may look less repressive than it did then. He belicved in
the nced for a firm alliance with Britain and loyally supported the Hashemite
dynasty. He fcarcd and hated communism and distrusted the Sovict Union. In
Arab affairs, he was keenly conscious of Irag's age-old rivalry with Egypt. He
favoured a Federation of the Fertile Crescent under Iraqi Icadership. Late in
1942, hc submitted a scheme along this line to Britain and the Arab statcs,
but it mct with strong Arab opposition, particularly Egyptian, and he did not
pursue it.33

In domestic affairs, Nuri al-Said tricd to promote administrative
efficicncy and cconomic planning. He was a conscrvative, cven an autocrat,
and did not belicve that parliamentary democracy was a suitable from of
government for Iraq. During his last ycars Nuri al-Said was not in unc with
the social and political forces sweeping both the Arab world and Iraq and
scemed 1o have little understanding of them 34

The inability of the ruling stratum to grapplc with the basic structural
problems stemmed from the nccessity of its situation, i.c. {rom its living
links with the cstablished social classes. The big landowners and wealthy
merchants provided the core of his political support. Morcover, Nuri al-Said
and the other principal cx-Sharifians had by this time become, economicaily,
members of the cstablished order. It should be mentioned that the outstanding
Ouoman-traincd officers had become part of the agricultural and commercial
intercsts and less and Icss conscious and comprchending of the lower echelons
of the people and the problems and difficultics of their daily lifc.33

32m. Khadduri, Independent Iraq (1932-1958), London, 1960, pp. 351-
352.

331bid.

34, Hourani, A History of the Arab Peoples, London, 1991, pp. 367-
368.

35Batatu, Old Social Classes, pp. 351-352.




138 THE TURKISH YEARBOOK [VOL. XXVI

Onc can correctly state that the most cnthusiastic Icaders of the Iraqi
national movement were young men, born in the 1880s and the carly 1890s,
who had received military training in Istanbul and that they have played a
central role in the conduct of the state affairs both under the British
mandatory rulc and during the cra of independence up to the overthrow of the
monarchy on July 14, 1958. The idcas bchind Ottoman government were
duly passcd on to the Iraqi officials trained in the Ottoman tradition, which
was founded, above all, on the bedrock of authoritarian paternalism.
Although these ideas were modified in time, they persisted with remarkable
tenacity among Irag's ruling group right through the first half of the
twenticth century. Even among those commitied to Arab nationalist goals,
Outoman values and idcals remained strong. Although a large number of them
later scrved in the Sharifian forces, their first and last love remained in the
Ottoman army, which thcy remembered and respected for its battle discipline,
physical toughncss, the quality of its commanders and its raw and
incomparable fighting ability. Mcthods and views of the military-burcaucratic
clite had not changed since their Ottoman days. They werc all true to the old
tradition of the Turks. Four centurics of Ottoman customs had left their
mark. The new generation of Iragis, no matter how vocifcrously they might
denounce the Young Turks, rescmbled nothing so much as an Arab version
of the Young Turks thcmscelves.

Lastly, it would be fair to indicate that the activitics of the Otoman-
traincd army officers bore fruit in the cstablishment of national governments,
but their narrow nationalist vicw and conscrvative outlook, when charged
with ruling the people, would not allow the more cnlightencd and liberal
young mcn who emerged after the Sccond World War 1o sharc the authority
with them. This fundamental conflict between the clder politicians and the
new generation could be said to lay at the root of the bloody revolution
which culminated in the killings of King Faisal 11, the Regent Abd al 1llah
and Nuri al-Said —the thrce main pillars of the ancicnt rcgime— and
conscquently Ied to the climination of the Ottoman-traincd army officers from
the political life of Iraq.
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