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Note on the Transliteration System 

In this paper, I follow the style of the International Journal of the Middle East 

Studies (IJMES), which is a well-known system that most Middle Eastern scholars 

adopt in conducting research that contains Arabic, Persian and Turkish words. In this 

thesis, I adopt only the Arabic system due to the sources used. However, I have 

removed the diacritics on the letters to simplify the text for the reader. This is 

particularly important as this thesis is a historical study, and these diacritics are not 

usually used nowadays by historians. Those letters and words that do not have a 

commonly accepted form in English have been transliterated according to their 

Arabic forms. Examples of a few Arabic letters and words that are used in this study 

are set out below: 

 

 ʻAṭiya = عطيه   ع = ‘ 

 ʼ = الغطاء  ء = al-Ghiṭāʼ 

 ṭ - Ṭ = الطبطبائي  ط = Ṭabāṭabā’ī 

 ṣ - Ṣ = الأصفهاني  ص =ʼAṣfahānī 

 ḥ - Ḥ = حسين  ح = Ḥussein  

 ʼI = إبراهيم  إ = ’Ibrāhīm 

 Ā = هآل فتل آ = Āl Fatla          

 ẓ = كاظم   ظ = Kāẓim 

 ḍ = فياض  ض = Al- Fayāḍ 

 

It should be noted that I also converted all hijri dates (Arab calendar) on the 

Iraqi documents to the Gregorian calendar by using the following electronic website: 

www. Islamicfinder.org 
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Abstract 

The Shiite resistance against the British occupation of Iraq is an important 

event and a turning point in the modern history of Iraq. In order to understand it, there 

is a need for a thorough examination of the short-term changes that happened during 

this period. Thus, the aim of this thesis is to examine the role that the Shiite 

community played in resisting the British occupation of Iraq during the period 1914-

1921. It also considers their contribution to the formation of the modern State of Iraq 

under the rule of Faisal b. Al-Sharīf Ḥussein. Further, it analyses the role of this 

resistance in the emergence of the signs of nation building. The hypothesis that this 

study is testing is the role that the supreme cleric in Najaf, as an individual or 

belonging to an organization, and his fatwa in 1914 played in supporting the Ottoman 

Empire. In addition, the study involves the examinations of complex factors and 

overlapping elements such as those reflected in the relationships between the major 

powers (Ottoman and British forces) and regional rulers as well as entities and 

individuals such as; Khaʻzal in Al-Muhammarah, Ibn Sa‘ūd in the Arabian peninsula, 

Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ in Kuwait, the tribes in the south of Iraq and the coalitions of 

tribes, the jihadi movements during the First World War in the south and middle of 

Iraq, the national movement and political parties in Baghdad.  

This thesis is limited to studying the role of Shiites in the resistance of the 

British occupation of Iraq, and in the formation of modern Iraq in the period between 

1914-1921. Limiting the exploration to this period and to the role of only the Shiites, 

which constituted about fifty-two percent of the Iraqi population in the period of the 

study, afforded the research a degree of specificity that allowed an in-depth 

exploration of a topic that has, hitherto, received little attention. Despite a fairly 

extensive and diverse literature that the study depended on, most of these sources 

lack analytical depth about the institutional and intellectual construction of al-

Marja‘iyya (the Shiite religious authority). In particular, the latter is known to be 

limited to the religious and social aspects in the life of the followers, while it issued 

a fatwa on jihad addressed Muslims in general and non-Muslims living within the 

borders of the three vilayets to defend the land. 
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To enable the researcher and readers to garner a thorough understanding of all 

these complicated relationships makes it imperative to use a suitable approach. 

Therefore, the continuity and change concept is used to understand the Shiite 

resistance against the British. In addition, this thesis uses the transnational history 

approach. This approach allows for exploring the circulation process of the fatwa(s) 

from its original place of issuance to other areas in Iraq. It also helps identify how 

the spiritual thoughts moved and were dispatched to other areas in different 

provinces.  

Although the period the study addresses may seem very short, it witnessed 

many changes that affected Iraq and the aforementioned major countries. By the 

outbreak of the First World War, Iraq had become an arena for warring forces and 

was involved in the war. The arrival of British troops in the Faw region on 6 

November 1914 and their occupation of Basra in November 1914 began a causal 

chain of events and change, which affected Iraqi society. These events also led to the 

penetration of religious thought in the Iraqi society through fatwas issued by Shiite 

clerics in various parts of the country.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

Studying the history of Iraq between 1914 and 1921 is of crucial importance 

since little attention has been paid to the British occupation of the country in 1914, 

and to the resistance movements to this occupation. According to Burke, the Shiite 

resistance against the British occupation of Iraq is an important event and a turning 

point in the modern history of Iraq.1 By 1914 Iraq had become a land for belligerent 

forces, and as a result resistance movements emerged in Iraq against Britain.2 This 

period also witnessed the fall of the Ottoman Empire in Iraq, which had existed for 

almost 600 years, and the formation of the modern state of Iraq in 1921. 

This study addresses the Iraqi resistance against the British occupation of Iraq 

between 1914 and 1921; specifically the scope of this study is confined to the 

resistance undertaken by the Shiite community. This is mainly because while Iraq 

was socially diverse, including different religious, ethnic and political groups, the 

religious regime of the Shiites was able to confront the challenges that they had faced 

through their system, religious institutions, clans, tribes and the people’s loyalty to 

the chief Shiite religious authority. The chief of the Shiite religious authority (al-

Marji‘) created an intellectual atmosphere and space for numerous intellectual 

groups, such as nationalists, and he encouraged them to work collectively against the 

British authorities. Likewise, the Shiites were linked to Iraqi society through 

ancestry, geography and other elements. As a consequence, many sects and groups 

from across Iraq agreed to face the British authorities under the leadership of a chief 

of the Shiite religious authority. 

The significance of this topic lies in its contribution to extending existing 

knowledge, as there have been few studies that address the Shiite resistance. This is 

                                                        
1  Burke, Peter, The New Cambridge Modern History (London: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 

Vol. 13, p.1. 
2 In fact, the country witnessed major changes that had happened during this period. As Iraq was a 

battle field during the First World War between two international alliances, Britain and France on 

one side, and Germany with the Ottoman Empire on the other side. The British forces succeeded in 

taking control of Baghdad in 1917. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Peter+Burke&search-alias=books-uk&field-author=Peter+Burke&sort=relevancerank
https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Peter+Burke&search-alias=books-uk&field-author=Peter+Burke&sort=relevancerank
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particularly because a majority of previous studies have focused on the Iraqi 

revolution in 1920, and have considered 30 June 1920 as the date that Iraqi resistance 

started in the al-Rumaitha region. Thus, this project is significant in that it seeks to 

document the history of Iraqi resistance, especially the Shiite resistance from 1914 

to 1921 and what role this played in the formation of the modern state of Iraq. 

However, this issue has not been clarified previously, as it has not been addressed in 

any of the previous studies. Therefore, this project sheds light on the nation building 

of Iraq through the Shiite resistance. In this study, reliance is placed on both Arabic 

and English documents and the thesis provided new perspectives. This is an aspect 

where previous studies fell short because they relied on Arabic documents.  

The introduction of this study reviews previous studies of Iraq, particularly 

those that deal with the resistance to British occupation in the period between 1914 

and 1921. The thesis highlights their arguments about the events of this period and 

the theories that they deployed to analyse them. In addition, the methodology and 

theoretical framework of the present study are presented. Finally, the organization of 

the chapters of this study is outlined. 

1.2. Contextual analysis 

This section looks at how historians have approached the topic of Iraqi 

resistance in the period (1914-1921). In doing so, it first examines the opinions of 

historians who have argued that the nationalists in Baghdad led the Iraqi resistance.3 

Secondly, it discusses the opinions of authors who argue that Iraqi resistance was a 

religious resistance under the leadership of clerics in the holy cities (Najaf, Karbala, 

Samarra and Kadhimain).4 It also analyses the views of those who believe that the 

                                                        
3 See, Ireland, Philip, Iraq: A Study in Political Development (London: Jonathan Cape Ltd, 1939); 

Antonius, George, The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Movement (Florida, 

2001); Atiyyah, Ghassan, Iraq 1908-1921 A Political Study (Beirut, 1973); Main, Ernest, Iraq 

From Mandate to Independence (London: G. Allen & Unwin Ltd, 1935); Al-Bazzāz, ‘Abdu al-

Raḥmān, Al-Iraq Min Al-’Iḥtilāl Ilā al-’Istiqlāl), (Baghdad, 1967); Hourani, Albert, Arabic 

Thought in the Liberal Age 1798–1939 (London: Oxford University Press, 1962); Al-Bāzirkān, 

ʻAli, Al-Waqā’iʻ Al- Ḥaqīqiya Fī Al-Thawra Al-ʻIrāqiya (The True Facts In The Iraqi Revolution), 

(Baghdad, 1991); Jamīl, Wamīḍ, Al-Juthūr Al-Siyāsiya Wa Al-Fikrya Wa Al-’Ijtimāiya Lil Al-

Ḥaraka Al-Qawmiya Fī Al-ʻIraq (The Political, Intellectual and Social Roots of the Nationalist 

Movement in Iraq), (Beirut, 1983); Henry, Foster, Making of Modern Iraq (New York: Russell & 

Russell, 1972 (1935). 
4 See, Al-Nifīsī, ‘Abdullah, Dawr Al-Shi‘a Fī Taṭawir Al-Iraq Al-Siyāsī Al-Ḥadīth (Shiites’ Role In 

The Development Of Modern Iraq's Politics), (Kuwait, 1990); Al-Mafarijī, ‘Uday, al-Najaf al-

’Ashraf Wa Ḥarakat al-Tayār al-’Islāḥī (Najaf And The Movement Of The Reformist Current), 

(Beirut, 2005); Mālik, Muḥammad, Shīʻat Al-ʻIrāq Wa Bināʼ Waṭan (The Shiites of Iraq and Build 
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Iraqi resistance was a national resistance movement and that all segments of the Iraqi 

society participated in it.5 Finally, it looks at the opinions of those researchers who 

argue that the peasants led the Iraqi resistance, and, as will be seen, these researchers 

have tried to interpret the resistance through Marxist theory.6 However, this thesis 

argues that it was the clans and tribes, especially in the Middle Euphrates region, 

which led the resistance against the British.7 

Ireland argued that the Iraqi officers who were working in the government of 

Damascus, and believed in nationalist ideas, led the resistance movement against the 

British between 1919 and 1920.8 He stated that the rule of the European countries in 

the Middle East was no longer acceptable after the First World War and that 

intellectuals in the Middle East had become believers in the theory of democracy. As 

a result, they believed that the people and nations of the region had a right to express 

their right to determine their own fate. Ireland maintained that this was the cause of 

the revolution in Egypt in 1919, the strikes that took place in India, the revolution in 

the countryside, the resistance to the Turks under the leadership of Mustafa Kamal 

Ataturk, and the Iraqi revolution in 1920. Adopting the same point of view, Philip 

argued that nationalists in Baghdad worked to co-opt the Shiite clergy and the tribes 

into their side before resisting the British. He further explained that they did this 

because they knew the extent of their power and influence within the Iraqi society.9 

Therefore, the Shiite clerics in the holy cities believed in the nationalists’ ideas and 

                                                        
The Country), (Karbala, 2012); Al-Ḥasanī, Salīm, Dawr ‘Ulmā’ Al-Shīʻa Fī Muwājahat Al-

ʼIstiʻmār (The Role of Shi‘a Scholars Against the Colonization), (Damascus, 1994); Shubar, Ḥasan, 

Al-Taḥaruk al-Islāmī 1900-1957 (Islamic Movement 1900-1957)(Qum, 2010); ‘Abbās, Al-’Imāmī, 

Al-Dawr Al-Siyāsī Lil Marji‘iya Al-Dīniya Fī Al-Iraq Al-Ḥadīth (The Political Role of Religious 

Authority in Modern Iraq), (Beirut, 2011 ); Nakash, Yitzhak, The Shi'is of Iraq (New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 2014). 
5 See, Al-Ḥasanī, ʻAbdu Al-Razāq, Al-Tawra Al-ʻIrāqiya Al-Kubrā (The Major Iraqi Revolution), 

(Beirut, 1982), (First published 1965); Al-Wardī, ʻAli, Lamḥāt ʼIjtimāʻiyā Min Tārīkh al-ʻIraq al- 

Ḥadīth (The Glimpses Social From The Modern History Of Iraq (Beirut, 2005), (First published 

1969); ʻAbdullah, Al-Fayāḍ, Al-Tawrah al-ʻIrāqiya al-Kubrā (The Great Iraqi Revolution 1920), 

(Baghdad, 1975). 
6 See, Kotlov, The National Liberation Revolution in 1920 in Iraq (Baghdad, 1971); Ahmad, Kamāl, 

Thawrat Al-‘Ishrīn Fī Al-’Istishrāq Al-Russī (Revolution of the Twentieth in the Russian 

Orientalism), (Baghdad, 1977); Kāẓim, Muẓafir, Thawrat Al-ʻIraq Al-Taḥaruriya 1920 (Iraq 

Libertarian Revolution), (Baghdad, 1969). 
7 See, Mizhir, Firʻūn, Al-Ḥaqā’iq al-Nāsiʻa Fī al-Thawra al-ʻIrāqiya 1920 Wa Natā’ijuhā (Spotless 

Facts in the Iraqi Revolution in 1920 and Its Results (Baghdad, 1952); Al-Yāsirī, ʻAbd Al-Shahīd, 

Al-Buṭūla Fī Thawrat Al-ʻIshrīn (Heroism In The Twentieth Revolution), (Beirut, 2010); ‘Abdu al-

Zahra, Al-Fatlāwī, ‘Āshiq al-Iraq ʻAbd al-Wāḥid Sakar (Lover Of Iraq ʻAbd al-Wāḥid Sakar), 

(Najaf, 2006).  
8 See, Ireland, Philip. 
9 Ibid. 
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were also aware that the nationalists were seeking to establish an Islamic state 

wherein clerics would have authority and power.10  

However, the tribal leaders were involved in the resistance against the British 

for their own interests because the British authorities between 1917-1920 had 

imposed several measures upon them that reduced their standing within their 

communities. This, then, was their primary motive for resistance rather than it being 

a consequence of the issuing of religious fatwas, which were issued by Shiite clerics, 

or a desire to establish an Islamic state.11 

Atiyyah also maintained that nationalists in Baghdad led the resistance 

movement against the British in Iraq between 1919 and 1920. He suggested that the 

Iraqi officers who had been educated in Constantinople during the reign of the Turks 

had been affected by ideas of Western thought. During the First World War, these 

officers had established the Al-‘Ahd Party in Syria and Iraq and had worked to spread 

their ideas within Iraqi society. In doing so, they had succeeded in winning Shiite 

clerics in the holy cities over to their side after agreeing among themselves on the 

key points; these were the rejection of British occupation and the rejection of 

Britain’s mandate and any other foreign interference in Iraq's affairs.12 They led the 

Iraqi resistance against the British and demanded the full independence of Iraq.13 

Al-Bazzāz claimed that the Iraqi resistance and the revolution, which was 

launched on 30 June 1920 in the Rumaitha area, was a nationalist resistance 

movement in which all Iraqi people participated.14 He believed that there was no 

contradiction between Islam and nationalism,15, a fact, according to his view; Islam 

is the main component of the Arab nationalism.16 

Al-Bāzirkān asserted that nationalist parties in Baghdad, such as Al-‘Ahd Party 

(Covenant Party) and Jam‘iyat Ḥaras Al-’Istiqlāl (the Iraq Guards of Independence 

Association), played a major role in the resistance movement against the British in 

Iraq.17 Al-Bāzirkān pointed out that the Al-‘Ahd party in Iraq and Syria was led by 

former Iraqi officers and Jam‘iyat Ḥaras Al-’Istiqlāl in Baghdad. The latter planned 

                                                        
10 See, Antonius, George, pp.314-324. 
11 Ibid. 
12 See, Atiyyah, Ghassan. 
13 See, Main, Ernest. 
14 See, Al-Bazzāz, ‘Abdu al-Raḥmān, Al-Iraq Min Al-’Iḥtilāl Ilā al-’Istiqlāl (Iraq From Occupation 

to Independence), (Baghdad, 1967). 
15 See, Hourani, Albert. 
16 Ibid. 
17 See, Al-Bāzirkān, ʻAli. 
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to carry out an armed revolution against the British. When the revolution began on 

30 June 1920, they faced British troops in different areas of Iraq such as Diyala, 

Shahrbar, and Middle Euphrates region.18 It is important to note that al-Bāzirkān did 

not assign any importance to the role of the Middle Euphrates region or clerics in the 

holy cities in the resistance against the British.19 

In the same vein, Wamīḍ suggested that the Iraqi resistance against the British 

occupation was an embryonic nationalist movement, which was led by those Iraqi 

officers who refused to join the movement of the Hejaz.20 He believed that the Iraqi 

revolution was a nationalist revolution because all the factions involved in the 

revolution, raised slogans about full independence and Arab rule with the aspiration 

of Arab unity.21 In addition, during the revolution, newspapers expressing nationalist 

thoughts were published. These interacted with the nationalist movement in the 

Hejaz, Syria, and Egypt, and demanded the installation of an Arabic King. The 

newspapers also rejected all foreign candidates for the ruler of Iraq.22  

Wamīḍ considered that the nationalist movement was at its embryonic stage, 

for a number of reasons. First, the movement had been unable to form any united 

factions. Secondly, the movement had been unable to form a central authority to 

manage the leading factions of the revolution and the areas liberated from the British 

forces. Thirdly, some tribes had succeeded in freeing their areas from British forces, 

but did not fight the British forces outside the borders of their territory. Finally, the 

movement did not have unified leadership with a nationalist orientation.23 On the 

other hand, Wamīḍ believed that the fatwas, which were issued by Shiite clerics in 

the holy cities, had no impact on the creation of the resistance movement against the 

British, as the revolution, which was launched on 30 June 1920, began before the 

issuance of the fatwa of the chief of the Shiite religious authority.24 However, he 

stressed that the Al-‘Ahd party and the Jam‘iyat Ḥaras Al-’Istiqlāl played a 

significant role in the resistance and the leadership of the independence movement.  

                                                        
18 Ibid. 
19 See, Al-Bāzirkān, ‘Ali; Al-Bāzirkān, Ḥasan, Min Ahdāth Baghdad and Diyala Athnā’ Thawrat 

al-‘Ishrīn Fī al-Iraq (From the Event of Baghdad and Diyala During the Twentieth Revolution in 

Iraq), (Baghdad, 1999). 
20 See, Jamīl, Wamīḍ. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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Foster asserted that the events in Iraq during the period of the British 

occupation showed the triumph of new ideas announced by U.S. President Woodrow 

Wilson. He noted that those who believed in these ideas were nationalist members of 

the Al-‘Ahd party and the Jam‘iyat Ḥaras Al-’Istiqlāl.25 

Al-Nafīsī suggested that the Iraqi Shiites in the south led the resistance 

movement against the British. He explained that the cities of Kufa and Karbala were 

the two centres of success, where the issues of the Alawites had been important since 

the death of ‘Ali b. Abī Ṭālib in the year 41 AH. Following his death, the south of 

Iraq had become a permanent revolutionary centre during the reign of the Umayyad 

and Abbasid. After the twelfth Imam of the Shiites had entered his time of absence 

and suggested his later return, the Shiites in southern Iraq became a revolutionary 

group and refused to recognise any other authority.26 

 It can be said that many reasons led the Shiites to become a revolutionary 

group. First, constant visits to the holy cities by the Shiites created harmony between 

them. Secondly, the Shiites refused to work in foreign or national governments, 

which lacked religious authority. Thirdly, obedience and loyalty to the religious 

authority of the Shiites in Najaf is different than the experience of the Sunnis of Iraq 

who are loyal to the authority of the state and work in government jobs and do not 

have religious leaders; it is the government that appoints the cleric and pays his 

salary.27 

 Al-Ḥasanī,28 and Shubar,29 suggested that the Shiites in Iraq confronted the 

British invasion of the country and stood with the Ottoman Empire because of their 

belief that the empire represented operated within an Islamic framework. They 

thought that they had to support the Ottoman Empire to confront the western colonial 

powers that sought to control the Arab countries. The nationalists, however, sided 

with the British against the Ottoman Empire. Al-Ḥasanī and Shubar also explained 

that the interrelationship between the Shiite religious authority and the masses 

                                                        
25 See, Henry, Foster. 
26 See, Al-Nifīsī, ‘Abdullah. (The twelfth Imam of the Shiites is Muḥammad b. al-Ḥasan (Al-
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provided strength to the Shiite entity, which helped them face and address the 

challenges that they had faced.30 

Kotlov asserted that Iraqi resistance and the revolution were carried out by 

peasants against the British forces under the leadership of the clerics and tribal 

leaders.31 He also explained that the Iraqi revolution was based on the intellectual 

foundations of Marxism.32 He believed that the actions taken by the British after the 

occupation of Iraq in 1914, such as imposing taxes, reducing the ownership of 

farmland of farmers, enforcing mandatory business regulations, using force against 

the population and making other demands, were the main reasons for the launch of 

the peasant revolution under the leadership of clerics and tribal leaders to liberate 

Iraq and to gain independence.33 

Similarly, Muẓafar maintained that the Iraqi revolution was carried out by the 

Iraqi peasants against the British forces because of the arbitrary and repressive 

measures taken by the British in Iraq, which had negative consequences for the 

peasantry. 34  He also believed that the national bourgeoisie class, which led the 

revolution, was the cause of its failure, because they were not resolute in the struggle 

against colonialism. In his view, the religious leaders in the cities of Najaf and 

Karbala were only spiritual leaders, not capable of taking the military command of 

armies and directing military moves.35  

Firʻūn contended that the Iraqi tribes in the Middle Euphrates region played the 

major role in resisting the British.36 The clans worked together to prepare for the Iraqi 

revolution, and when the revolution began, the clans fought against the British in 

different areas of Iraq.37 The clans in the Middle Euphrates region received support 

in the holy cities from the Shiite clerics who issued fatwas calling for a holy war and 

resistance against the British.38 On the other hand, Al-Ḥasanī, Al-Wardī and Al-

Fayāḍ argued that the Iraqi resistance was a national resistance against the British 
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occupation of Iraq. 39  Also, they asserted that all segments of the society, from 

nationalists and religious leaders to clans, participated in the resistance against the 

British.40 

Kadhim contends that the revolutionary character of the population of the 

Middle Euphrates region was caused by the emergence of Iraqi resistance against the 

British. He argues that the ‘revolutionary theory’ was the main driver for the 

resistance and that this came about because of the authoritarian rule of the British.41 

In addition, Kadhim believes that the economic and national factors were not the 

reasons for the launch of resistance against the British. In his opinion, the clans 

simply responded to the economic pressures with resistance to get rid of this system 

and return to the previous system.42 He also observed that the supporters of the 

‘national theory’ tried to prove the role of Baghdad, Mosul and Basra in the 

resistance, suggesting that the resistance was confined to these cities, where the 

citizens enjoyed the culture and education, unlike other areas of Iraq, where the level 

of education and culture was weaker comparatively.43 

From the above discussion, it becomes clear that there is a gap in the literature 

in dealing with the Shiite resistance and its role in confronting the British occupation 

of Iraq during the period 1914-1921. Therefore, the original contribution of this thesis 

is to address this gap by providing a thorough examination of this historical period 

that led Iraq to form its modern state.  

1.3. Thesis Question  

The aim of this thesis is to examine the role that the Shiite community played 

in resisting the British occupation of Iraq during the period 1914-1921. It also 

considers their contribution in the creation of the Iraqi State under the rule of Faisal 

b. Al-Sharīf Ḥussein. Therefore, the main question this thesis is asking is:  
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 What was the role-played by the Shiite community in resisting the British occupation, 

and founding the modern state of Iraq between 1914 and 1921? 

In order to answer this question, some sub-questions must be answered: 

- What were the reasons for the British occupation of Iraq, and the role of Britain's 

allies in the Persian Gulf during the occupation of Iraq? 

-  How was the Shiite resistance against the British occupation of Iraq in 1914 

established, and what was the role of Shiite clerics in encouraging the Iraqi people 

and the rulers of the neighbouring countries, to participate in this resistance?  

- What were the main events of the resistance, and its nature and impact on the British 

occupation between 1914 -1917? 

-  Why did the second stage of the Shiite resistance (the Najaf revolution) spring up, 

and when did it begin? To answer this question, the thesis will explore the causes of 

the revolution and it will describe how Jam‘iyat al-Nahḍa al-’Islāmiya (League of 

the Islamic Awakening) was established. It will also analyse its goals, principles and 

its role in the Najaf revolution.  

- What were the reasons that led to the transformation of the armed resistance to be 

passive, and what were the passive methods carried out by the resistance against the 

British occupation, specifically, the role of Sheikh Muḥammad Taqī al-Ḥā’irī al-

Shīrāzī during the stage of passive resistance between 1918-1920? 

- How was a coalition that included the nationalists in Baghdad, the Shiite clerics in 

the holy cities and the clans (especially in the Middle Euphrates region) established 

to resist the British despite their differences in ideology?  

- How did the idea of appointing Faisal as a ruler of Iraq appear during the passive 

resistance? 

Accordingly, this thesis discusses the causes of the Iraqi revolution and also 

explains the role of the coalition before and during this revolution. In addition, it 

deals with the effects of the Iraqi revolution on the British policy in Iraq, and Britain’s 

future plans for Iraq and, its reasons for choosing Faisal as a ruler of Iraq. Meanwhile, 

it will show how Faisal b. al-Ḥussein sought to obtain support from the Shiite clerics 

for his appointment as a governor of Iraq. This study contributes to the Iraqi historical 

literature and fills the lacuna in existing scholarship on the Shiite resistance against 

the British occupation. 
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In order to achieve these aims, the primary sources that have been used in 

conducting this research are profoundly varied and numerous, especially those 

related to the Shiites, few of which have hitherto been consulted by academic 

researchers. Further, this project draws on an interdisciplinary background and makes 

use of historical, religious, sociological sources to understand the Shiite resistance. 

This research relies on primary and secondary sources in both Arabic and English.  

This study has consulted the British government records, including the Indian 

Office Records (IOR) at the British Library and Foreign Office (FO), Colonial Office 

(CO), War Office (WO) and Cabinet Papers (CAB) at the National Archives in order 

to discover the documents that are related to Iraq as well as the Shiite of Iraq between 

1914-1921. The most important sources are the Iraq Administration Report 1914–

1932 and the Record of Iraq 1914–1966. These are the main sources that provide 

detailed descriptions about Iraq because the British were the only power controlling 

it. These sources also include annual reports, secret reports, intelligence reports, 

police reports, confidential reports, administration reports, military operations and 

correspondence that describe and explain the internal political, social, religious, 

economic and tribal affairs of Iraq. This study analyses these documents and compare 

it with Iraqi documents. This allows us to look at the Shiite resistance and its role in 

nation building from a range of different angles. 

Moreover, this study examined the books written by a number of British 

officials who were working in Iraq at that time. The most important of these books 

are the Review of the Civil Administration of Mesopotamia, Iraq Civil Commissioner; 

The Letters of Gertrude Bell; Loyalties of Mesopotamia 1917–1920; Mesopotamia 

1917–1920; A Clash of Loyalties: Personal and Historical Record; Administration 

in the Making; Iraq 1900 to 1950: A Political and Economic History; Insurrection in 

Mesopotamia; Excursions in Arabia and Desert Hell; and The Britain Invasion of 

Mesopotamia. They are the most important books because they show the different 

views of the politicians, military rulers and the commanders in Iraq with regards to 

the Shiite resistance. The books written by political rulers, such as Captain Mann and 

Bertram Thomas, focused on the events and situations that occurred in their areas 

through their personal perspectives. In addition, books written by politicians, such as 

Sir Arnold Wilson (a civil commissioner) and Gertrude Bell (a political officer), 
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describe the important events and British policy in Iraq through correspondence with 

the British government, India Office, Shiite clerics, tribal leaders and others. The 

books that were written by military commanders, such as Sir Aylmer Haldane, 

addressed issues pertaining to the battles between the British forces and the rebels in 

the Middle Euphrates region. It can be observed that the books written by British 

officials presented a different perspective about the Shiite resistance. Further, this 

study examined the British Newspapers Archive because they offered valuable 

information regarding the events of the British occupation of Iraq in 1914, the battles 

between the British and Turkish forces in different areas of Iraq, and the British 

policy in Iraq during 1914–1921. 

In addition to the English sources, this study also used Arabic sources. These 

sources came, predominantly, from the Iraq National Library and Archive in 

Baghdad, and included, personal memoirs, Iraqi Newspapers and five volumes of 

documents that were collected by Kāmil Al-Jbūrī. Some of these documents have not 

been discussed before in academic research; therefore, a new story related to the 

Shiite resistance against the 1914–1921 British occupation, from various 

perspectives, which are unavailable in the British sources, is revealed within this 

thesis. 

1.4. Methodology  

In order to answer the thesis question, this thesis will use the transnational 

history approach. As Hofmeyr explains ‘the key claim of any transnational approach 

is its central concern with movements, flows, and circulation, not simply as a theme 

or motif but as an analytic set of methods which defines the endeavor itself’.44 Thus, 

it can be said that central to transnational history approach is the movement of people, 

ideas, and goods across national boundaries. The importance of this approach to this 

study is that it allows one to explore the circulation process of a fatwa from its 

original place of issuance to other areas in Iraq. It also helps identify how the spiritual 

thoughts moved and were dispatched to other areas in different provinces. In 

particular, the hypothesis that this study is testing concerns the role that the supreme 

cleric in Najaf, as an individual or belonging to an organization, and his fatwa in 

                                                        
44 Bayly C. A., et al., AHR Conversation: On Transnational History, The American Historical 

Review, Vol. 111, No. 5 (December 2006), p.1444. 



 25 

1914 played in supporting the Ottoman Empire. In addition, the study involves the 

examinations of complex factors and overlapping elements such as those reflected in 

the relationships between the big powers (Ottoman and British forces) and regional 

rulers as well as entities and individuals such as; Khaʻzal in Al-Muhammarah, Ibn 

Sa‘ūd in the Arabian peninsula, Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ in Kuwait, the tribes in the south 

of Iraq and the coalitions of tribes, the jihadi movements during the First World War 

in the south and middle of Iraq, the national movement, and the political parties in 

Baghdad. Thus, enabling an understanding of all these complicated relationships 

makes it imperative to use a suitable approach. Indeed, as explained by Beckert, 

transnational history ‘focuses on uncovering connections across particular political 

units’. 45  Besides, this approach helps illustrate the major role played by some 

individuals (such as clerics Marja‘ in Iraq) or groups (such as the tribes in their 

societies or cross the Iraqi provinces) along with the national movements in forming 

the national identity of Iraq since the issuance of the fatwa, in 1914, and thereafter 

during the war and the end of the 1920 when the British mandate was decreed.  

In addition, the Shiite resistance against the British occupation of Iraq is an 

important event and a turning point in the modern history of Iraq.46 A thorough 

examination of the short-term changes that happened during this period is required.47 

Therefore, the continuity and change concept is used to understand the Shiite 

resistance against the British. This concept sheds light on the causes and stages of 

the resistance and the transition from armed to passive resistance. According to 

Gerschenkron, continuity, understood in terms of causal chains, means more than the 

existence of any complex events at any given time, in fact it should be conceived as 

occasioned by events preceding it in time.48  

Finally, historical materialism theory views the history of all societies as the 

history of struggles among classes in permanent opposition and seeking position over 
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the others.49 Historical materialism sees the production of goods to meet material 

needs as the basis for evolution driven by class struggle.50 Marx believed that a 

sudden change in the evolution of society, or what we call a revolution, consists of 

both gradual quantitative change and the simultaneous rapid disappearance of old 

political, economic, and social situations and emergence of new situations. 51 

According to Marx, society should be organised on a constitutional basis as a true 

community, or as the common essence serving the general.52 This normative view of 

the state can be achieved only by eliminating the differences between civil society 

and the state or between private and general interests. 53  This theory might be 

applicable to Iraqi society during the period studied. According to Hanna Batatu, 

Iraqi society consists of various classes, such as clerics, intellectuals, clan and tribe 

heads, landowners, peasants and ordinary people, and there was a long period of 

struggle among these classes under Ottoman rule.54 The fatwas issued by the Shiite 

clerics managed to penetrate the various classes and unite them in a common essence 

and general interest; that is the independence of Iraq. These classes established a 

coalition under the leadership of Shiite religious authority to face the British. This 

coalition led the revolution that began on June 30, 1920 in al-Rumaitha area against 

the British.  

In the beginning of the nineteenth century, nationalism was founded as a 

doctrine in Europe;55 it saw the sovereign state as the highest form of organized 

activity.56 There are many theories and manifestations of this doctrine, including 
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civic, 57  ethnic, 58  anti-colonial, 59  romantic, 60  territorial, 61  authoritarian, 62  and 

linguistic nationalisms.63 Typically, nationalist movements combine some or all of 

these elements to varying degrees. In Iraq, in particular, several of these elements of 

nationalism influenced national identity and nation-building, including language, 

ethnicity, religion, tribal identity, and anti-colonialism. 

First, language, which is not simply the arrangement of lexical items to talk, 

but a reflection of hidden experiences, was central to Iraqi nationalism.64 Language 

is not only a vehicle for proposition; it is the outer expression of an inner, the outcome 

of particular history, the legacy of a distinctive tradition.65 The world is a world of 

variations in which language became the link that highlights these variations of 

human nations and allows any group of people who share the same language to 

establish a nation on their own. This nation proceeds to form a state.66 In Iraq before 

the British occupation, seventy-five to eighty percent of the population consisted of 

native speakers of Arabic. So, the Arabic language contributed to identity formation 

and nation-building in Iraq.67 

The second factor in Iraqi nation-building was ethnicity, the formation of a 

group that shares a common of heritage, faith, ancestry, culture, language or other 
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similarities.68 According to the modern doctrine of nationalism, an ethnic group has 

the right to self-determination and the establishment of a sovereign state.69 Therefore, 

ethnicity contributed to identity formation and nation-building in the Iraqi society 

because the majority of the population in Iraq is Arabs.70  

Religion was also crucial to Iraqi nationalism. The historiography shows that, 

over the course of centuries, religion has been incorporated into Iraqi nationalist 

ideology, which stresses common faiths and loyalty.71 For example, Muḥammad is 

considered not just the Seal of the Prophets, but also the founder of the Arab nation.72 

In Iraq, where the majority of the population is Muslim, Islam has been incorporated 

into both nationalist ideology and Iraqi identity.73 

Related to these factors is the common traits shared among Iraqi tribes: Iraq is 

a tribal society, which has more rural residents than urban residents.74 Commonalities 

between tribes such as brotherhood, unity, defense of the oppressed and others have 

played a role in supporting the emergence of the Iraqi identity. 

Finally, anti-colonialism has been crucial for the formation of Iraqi identity and 

the nation’s formation: when British forces occupied Iraq in 1914, anti-colonialist 

sentiment emerged among Iraqi people as a response. This sentiment increased when 

the British authorities refused to implement the demands of the Iraqi people for full 

independence of Iraq in 1918. So, Iraqi people from different sects and parties 

decided to revolt against the British authorities in a struggle for independence. Thus, 

anti-colonialism was central to the formation of modern Iraq. 

These factors all contributed to the emergence of nationalism in Iraq at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, which was crucial to the subsequent formation of 

a national identity and nation-state. 

                                                        
68 Muller, Jerry Z, Us and Them: The Enduring Power of Ethnic Nationalism (Foreign Affairs, Vol. 

87, No. 2 (Mar. - Apr., 2008), pp.18-35, p.20. 
69 Ibid., p.34. 
70 Wamīḍ, Naẓmī, p.35. 
71 Kedourie, Elie, Nationalism (London, 1994), p.71. 
72 Ibid., p.70. 
73 Parfit, Joseph Thomas, p.15. 
74 Al-Wardī, ʻAli, Dirāsa Fī Ṭabī‘at al-Mujtam‘ al-Irāqī (Study in the Nature of Iraqi Society), 

(Baghdad, 1965), pp.118-119. 



 29 

1.5. Scope of the Study 

This thesis is limited to studying the role of Shiites in the resistance of the 

British occupation of Iraq, and in the formation of modern Iraq in the period between 

1914 and 1921. Limiting the exploration to this period and to the role of Shiites, 

which constituted about fifty-two percent of the Iraqi population in the period of the 

study, afford the research a degree of specify that allowed an in-depth exploration of 

a topic that has previously received little academic attention. Despite a fairly 

extensive and diverse literature which the study depended on, most of these sources 

lacked analytical depth about the institutional and intellectual construction of al-

Marja‘iyya (the Shiite religious authority), especially since the latter is known to be 

limited to the religious and social aspects in the life of the followers, while it issued 

a fatwa on jihad addressed Muslims in general and non-Muslims living within the 

borders of the three vilayets to defend the land. Indeed, no single study exists which 

adequately addresses the institutional role of al-Marja‘iyya, and its intellectual 

construction. 

 Although the period which this study addresses may seem very short, it 

witnessed many changes that affected Iraq and major countries. The First World War 

prompted the formation of international alliances, such as those between Germany 

and the Ottoman Empire and between France and Britain, and the withdrawal of 

Russia from the First World War, which influenced Iraq and international relations. 

In addition, Iraq became an arena for warring forces and was involved in the war. 

The arrival of British troops in the Faw region on 6 November 1914 and their 

occupation of Basra in November 1914 began a causal chain of events and change 

which affected the Iraqi society in general and the holy cities (Najaf, Karbala, 

Samarra, Kadhimain) in particular.75  These events also led to the penetration of 

religious thought in Iraqi society through fatwas issued by Shiite clerics in various 

parts of the country. Consequently, the first stages of the Shiite resistance in Iraq 

emerged, including the first and second jihad movements against the British forces 

under the leadership of Shiite religious authorities from 1914 to 1917. 

After the success of the British forces in occupying Baghdad and the 

withdrawal of Ottoman forces, the British initiated several political and military 

reforms in the Middle Euphrates region, especially in the cities of Karbala and Najaf. 
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Ultimately, news began to leak to the Iraqis about the intention of the British to rule 

and administer Iraq. In addition, the rise of the Bolsheviks to power in Russia after 

the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and the leaking of secret treaties among allies – 

including the Sykes-Picot Agreement, which was signed between Britain and France 

to divide the Arab countries, had a significant impact on Iraqis and Arabs. Therefore, 

change had come, and these changes affected the population of the Middle Euphrates 

region and led to the emergence of the second stage of Shiite resistance by the League 

of the Islamic Awakening, which led to the Najaf revolution in 1918 against the 

British. 

After British authorities refused to implement the demands of the nationalists 

in Iraq in 1918, the members of al-‘Ahd party (Covenant party) decided to participate 

in the resistance against Britain and demanded the appointment of one of the sons of 

Sharīf Ḥussein as the ruler of Iraq. In response, the British authorities arrested a 

number of al-‘Ahd party members.76 As a result, a group of intellectuals in Baghdad 

decided to secede from the al-‘Ahad Party and founded the Jam‘iyat Ḥaras Al-

’Istiqlāl (the Iraq Guards of Independence Association) in 1919. Building on earlier 

anti-colonial demands, the Iraq Guards of Independence Association called for the 

independence of Iraq and the appointment of one of the sons of Sharīf Ḥussein as a 

ruler of Iraq.77 

Clerics and tribal leaders also joined this demand; they demanded a Muslim 

ruler for Iraq and they chose a son of al-Sharīf Ḥussein as the ruler of Iraq. This 

fostered consensual religious thought for the first time. The most important 

characteristic of this thought was that the ruler should be a Muslim. This consensual 

religious thought differed from theocratic religious thought, which adopted the 

concepts of a Caliphate and an Imamate in power. Those concepts represented the 

cause of the upper class in the state, which had been adopted by Shiites in the past. 

After the demand for a Muslim ruler, the religious authority of the Shiite 

implemented a system with the outlines of Islamic law (Sharia). The system was not 

literally as stated in Islamic law.  

However, they chose one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein for many reasons. 

First, the family had a lineage, which went back to the Prophet Muḥammad, and this 
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was consistent with the inclinations of the Shiite sect. Secondly, the family of Sharīf 

Ḥussein had played a significant role in supporting Arab issues. Thirdly, this 

appointment would implement the Islamic principle of warding off evil and bringing 

benefits to society. Finally, there were few other qualified options for who would 

take power in Iraq. 

This matter led to the uniting of the Shiites in the holy cities, the tribes in the 

Middle Euphrates and nationalists in Baghdad in a common essence and general 

interest: the independence of Iraq and a determination to resist Western colonial 

invasion. Thus, they established a coalition and this coalition led the passive 

resistance between 1918-1920, and the revolution that began on June 30, 1920 in al-

Rumaitha area against the British. 

1.6. Thesis Outline  

This thesis comprises of seven chapters. This first chapter is an introductory 

chapter, which identifies the research problem, the aims of the research, and 

considers the background information of the subject researched. It also provides the 

thesis statement and methodology adopted. 

The second chapter addresses Iraq before the British occupation, focusing on 

the making of the Iraqi Shiite society in the early twentieth century. Section two 

explores the reformist movements, which emerged in Iraq at the end of the nineteenth 

century and were characterised by Arabian nationalism character. It also addresses 

the rapprochement between the reformist movements and some intellectuals and 

clerics of the Shiite community in Iraq. In this context, it is important to shed light 

on the external factors that contributed to the composition of the thoughts and 

objectives of the reformist movement in Iraq such as the Iranian Constitutional 

Revolution of 1905–1911, the Ottoman coup of 1908–1909 and the Russian 

aggression against Iran in 1911. 

The third chapter presents an extensive discussion of the first and second jihad 

movements against the British between 1914-1917. The chapter elaborates on the 

role of Shiite clerics in the declaration of jihad against the British forces in the cities 

of Najaf, Karbala, Kadhimain, Samarra and Baghdad in 1914, and the role of Shiite 

clerics in the induction of tribes in various regions of Iraq. It also describes the rulers 

of the neighbouring countries that participated in the jihad movements against the 
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British forces. It concludes by assessing the results of the first and second jihad 

movements, and the impact of the withdrawal of the mujahedeen from the jihad 

movement, while looking at its success and failure in achieving its objectives. 

Chapter Four looks at the revolution of the holy city of Najaf against the British 

in 1918. It starts with providing a historical background of Najaf, noting the 

importance of Najaf in political and religious terms. Thereafter it illustrates the 

impact of British policy in the Middle Euphrates region, especially in Najaf and 

Karbala and neighbouring villages after the fall of Baghdad and the effect on Iraq's 

people. Having discussed such issues, it looks at the establishment of the Jam‘iyat 

al-Nahḍa al-’Islāmiya (League of the Islamic Awakening) by a group of clerics in 

Najaf to resist the British. In doing so, it draws attention towards how this group 

started to plan a revolution against the British. Lastly, it examines the assassination 

of Captain Marshall by the League of the Islamic Awakening and the events of the 

Najaf revolution. 

Chapter Five sheds light on the change in approach of the resistance and the 

use of passive resistance against the British between 1918 and 1920. While it 

considers the referendum, which was held by the British to seek the Iraqi people’s 

opinion on the continuation of the British administration in Iraq, it illustrates the 

beginning of the first stage of resistance. Having done so, it looks at the second stage 

of passive resistance, in which the issue of independence was raised at the regional 

and international levels. The chapter also deals with the third stage of passive 

resistance, which included holding meetings, distributing pamphlets, giving fiery 

speeches and conducting peaceful demonstrations. Chapter Five concludes by 

discussing the creation of a coalition-that included nationalists in Baghdad, Shiite 

clerics and the leaders of clans of Middle Euphrates region in order to confront the 

British authorities through armed revolution. 

Chapter Six traces the various events that led to the Iraqi Revolution and 

appointment of Faisal b. al-Sharīf Ḥussein as the ruler of Iraq between 1920 and 

1921. It discusses the causes of the Iraqi Revolution and investigates the propaganda 

used by the Syrians, Turks and Bolsheviks against the British and its impact on Iraq. 

Focusing on the Iraqi Revolution, it explores the role of the nationalist, religious and 

tribal coalition under the leadership of the highest religious Shiite authority in Iraq. 

This includes elements of the media, clan representatives and leaders, and financial 

measures taken to support the revolution. The chapter also analyses the negotiations 
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between the coalition and the British, and how these affected the course of the 

revolution. Finally, it reveals the appointment of Faisal b. al-Ḥussein as the ruler of 

Iraq and his quest to get the support of the Shiite clerics in particular, and the Shiites 

of Iraq in general. 

Chapter Seven is the conclusions of the study. It answers the research question 

and provides a summary of the findings of the study. 
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Chapter Two 

 The Shiites of Iraq before the British Occupation 

 

Although this work has selected a limited time frame for the analysis of the role 

of Shiite in the resistance against the British occupation and remains focused on the 

period from 1914 to 1921, the historical developments associated with the formation 

of modern Iraq, including political and social need to be examined. As such, Chapter 

Two is dedicated to the study of Iraq before the British occupation, focusing on the 

making of Iraqi Shiite society. It provides a general background to historical 

developments, covering the social and political aspects of Iraq when the three 

vilayets- Mosul, Baghdad and Basra- were governed by the Ottoman Empire until the 

outbreak of the First World War in 1914.  

This chapter is divided into three sections. Section One illustrates the nature of 

Iraqi society before the British occupation focusing on the making of Iraqi Shiite 

society (tribes, sects and ethnic groups). Section Two provides a brief description of 

Shiite holy cities in Iraq in this period. This is important not only because these cities, 

especially Najafi, played a leading role in the resistance against the British 

occupation, but also to understand the social and political life in this period. Section 

Three looks at the reasons for the appearance of the reformist and nationalist 

movements in Iraq including the external factors that contributed to the appearance 

of these movements.  

2.1. Iraqi Society Before the First World War 

Iraq is composed of relatively discrete areas of ethnic and religious 

diversification. Various sects, ethnic groups, and tribes have settled in different parts 

of the country from Duhok in the north, to Basra in the south. It is a multi-ethnic and 

multi-religious country with Islam, Christianity, Yazdanism, Judaism, Baha’i, and 
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other religions being found within its borders.78 Iraqi Muslims follow two distinct 

traditions: Shi‘ism and Sunnism. 

There are no accurate statistics showing figures for Iraq's population, the 

percentage of sects, or their places of settlement before the statistic conducted by the 

British authorities in 1920. 79  This census showed that the percentage of Sunni 

Muslims in Iraq was 41%, and that most of this sect settled in the provinces of 

Dulaim, Mosul, Sulaymaniyah, Baghdad, Anbar, Kirkuk and Erbil.80 Some of the 

Arab Sunnis had been educated in Ottoman schools and worked in the Ottoman army 

or government. On the other hand, the 1920 census showed that two percent of the 

population of Iraq was Christians, mainly living in Mosul, Baghdad, and Basra.81 

Christians of Mosul lived in rural communities, and they had their own schools and 

received an advanced education compared to that offered to their peers within the 

Ottoman schools. Finally, three per cent of Iraqis were Jews, according to the 1920 

census. They tended to settle in Baghdad and Mosul. The Jews had influence and 

power because of their financial situation and education, which they obtained in their 

own schools or from Europe. In contrast, the percentage of followers of all other 

religions such as the Sabians, Mandaeans, Yazidis and Shabak was one-and-a-half 

percent, and most of these sects settled in Mosul and Baghdad. 

However, it is important to mention that Iraq, like other Middle Eastern 

countries today, could not be found on a map before World War 1. Of course, the 

land and the people were there, but the name ‘Iraq’ was not used a hundred years 

ago.82 The region we now know as Iraq was part of the Ottoman Empire, which took 

the territory of Iraq in about A.D. 1500. While the Ottoman forces occupied Baghdad 

in 1534 during the rule of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent,83 but during the years 

1749–1831, Iraq was ruled by the Mamluk dynasty. 84  The latter succeeded in 
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81 Ibid. 
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obtaining autonomy from the Ottoman Porte.85 The Ottomans managed to overthrow 

the Mamluk regime and impose direct control over Iraq,86 until the British troops 

occupied Baghdad in 1917.87 The three provinces sketched from the former Ottoman 

Empire (Baghdad, Basra and Mosul) became the Kingdom of Iraq in 1921. 

Since the subject of this thesis is Shiite resistance against the British occupation 

between 1914-1921, this section focuses on the Iraqi Shiite’s society in the 20th 

century, specifically the period before the British occupation of the country.  

2.2. The Tribes and Beginnings of the Modern State in Iraq 

Al-Naqīb argues that the process of creating a collective identity in Arab 

history falls under four categories: tribal and ethnic origin, religion and sect, 

profession, and finally locality (region, neighbourhood). 88  Throughout Arabian 

history, the tribe has constituted an essential unit of society. Indeed, the existence 

and strong presence of tribes mandated their participation in the political life of 

modern Iraq. It has been argued that the ruling Sherifian elite and tribal sheiks were 

the major forces that influenced royalist Iraq.89 This section will focus on Shiite tribes 

in the making of modern Iraq.  

According to the 1867 census, Iraq’s population had reached 1,200,000,90 and 

nomadic and rural tribes constituted 76% of the country’s population. The population 

of Iraq was divided into three social categories: the nomadic tribes, the rural tribes, 

and the urban population the latter only accounted for 24% of the population.91 It can 

be said that most Iraqis identified strongly with a tribe. Below the tribe, there was the 

clan. Each clan was headed by a prominent member of the clan and assisted by a clan 

council to resolve any problems encountered by the clan. There was also a judicial 
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council to resolve disputes that occurred between individual members of the clan.92 

Tribes were grouped into federations (Qabīla). 

Nomadic tribes made up thirty-five percent of Iraq’s population. Al-Wardī, in 

explaining the increasing number and influence of Bedouin tribes, describes Iraq as 

a “Mecca” for those tribes that migrated from the Arabian Peninsula.93 Bedouins 

inhabited the desert in the western and south-western part of Iraq. The largest 

Bedouin tribes were Shammer and ‘Aniza.94 Indeed, Shammer was mentioned in pre-

Islamic Arabia. Some of the ‘Aniza clans were semi-nomadic. In economic terms, 

the Bedouin tribes were dependent on livestock breeding and the invasion of other 

tribes.95 

Rural tribes accounted for forty-one percent of Iraq’s population. Numerous 

villages are scattered on the banks of the Euphrates and Tigris, and these villages 

contain a large agricultural population. These tribes were dependent on agriculture 

and their alliances with the Ottoman authorities. These alliances led to the 

establishment of tribal unions.96 The Muntafiq was one of the most powerful tribal 

unions composing of three tribal divisions: Banī Mālik, Ajwad and Banī Said, which 

settled in the southern part of Iraq from Kufa to Samawa.97 Al-Khazā‘il occupied the 

Middle Euphrates from Samawa to Msayab. Āl-Fatla had its tents around the Al-

Mishkhab and Al-Shamiyah Rivers, and the region around Al-Hindiya.98 Banī Ḥakīm 

lived mainly in Rumaitha and Samawa.99 In addition, the Banī Ḥasan clans were in 

the area between Karbala and Kufa. The union of Al-Zubayid, which included the 

clans of Bū Sultān, Al-Ma‘amrah, and Al-Jūhiya, ranged on both sides of the Tigris 

and Euphrates rivers. The ruling sections of Al-Zubaid had lordship over shepherd 

and peasant-tribesman.100 
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Figure 1. Sketch of tribes in southern part of Iraq in late 18th and early 19th century (Batatu, The 

Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is noteworthy that the Shiite community in Iraq was mainly concentrated in 

urban centres, in the southern parts of the country, in places like Hillah, Kut, 
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Diwaniyah, Basra, Amara, and Dhi Qar.101 However, a specific set of factors played 

a crucial role in the conversion of Arab tribes, in southern Iraq, to Shi‘ism. 

References to the expansion of Shi‘ism were a frequent feature in Ottoman 

documents in the late 19th century.102 Gertrude Bell wrote: 

“ It would be a curious historical study, if the materials for it existed, to trace the 

diffusion of Shi‘a doctrines in Mesopotamia. They have certainly spread, owing to 

the missionary zeal of Shi‘a divines, during the last hundred years. For instance, a 

large tribal group of the Zubaid…was turned to Shi‘aism about 1830 by famous 

mujtahid whose descendants still dominate the politics of Hillah. It is significant that 

the kindred tribes to the north, the Duliam and Ubaid, a little further removed from 

the persuasive influence of the holy places, have remained Sunni”.103 

One of the factors in the conversion of tribes to Shi‘ism was the rise of the holy 

cities, Karbala and Najaf, as centres of Shiite learning after the fall of the Safavid 

state, as this drove considerable numbers of prominent Shiite ‘Ulama’ to relocate to 

these cities.104 There was also an environmental factor, as the changes in the water 

flow of the Euphrates River provided an impetus for the migration of many tribes to 

the holy cities and surrounding areas. The construction of a canal, which came to be 

known as Al-Hindiyyah hydro project, brought water to the perpetually parched 

residents of Najaf. Most of these tribes were prompted to move and settle along the 

new canal. In particular, the construction of the canal, completed in 1793, led to a 

major environmental change in the neighbouring area: the level of water in the Shat 

Al-Hillah River dwindled. This was the original course of the Euphrates in the 19th 

century.105  

Another factor that increased interactions between the nomadic tribes was the 

rise of Wahhabi Salafism, which is considered as an existential threat to Shi‘ism. In 

the late eighteenth century, the Wahhabis launched several incursions into southern 

Iraq. During the 1802 offensive, the Wahhabis sacked Karbala, but they failed to lay 

siege to Najaf. These attacks evoked a sense of vulnerability and led to intense 
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activity by Shiite preachers and emissaries to convert the tribes who, among others, 

aimed to have a standing tribal force to secure the holy cities.106 Nakash argues that 

the emergence of a unified religious denomination and webs of alliances between the 

Shiite clergy and tribal chiefs represented the formation of a Shiite polity prior to 

British occupation, and the subsequent establishment of modern Iraq.107 Thus, the 

following section looks at the demographic features of Iraq, specifically the religious 

affiliations of its population, focusing on Shi‘a Islam. 

2.3. Shi‘ism and Sects 

Iraq was a predominantly Muslim society, yet even within that simple 

framework, differences emerged. Within this society, two groups (or sects) of 

Muslims existed: Sunnis and Shiites. According to a census conducted by the British 

in 1920, however, Iraq’s population reached 2.894.282.108 This census showed that 

the largest community, at 52%, was the Shiite Muslims.109 The Shiites of Iraq were, 

by and large, Arab. However, in a country that was religiously, ethnically, and 

politically diverse,110 Iraq’s Shiites also had Persian, Indian and Afghani ancestry, 

and the reason for the Persian presence in Iraq is the Safavid occupation of Iraq in 

1507, and they were mainly living in the shrine cities and in Basra.111 
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Figure 1.2. Iraq’s major ethno-religious Groups (Kirmanj, Identity and Nation in Iraq) 
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Sh‘ism is one of the main sects of Islam, which emerged in the religion’s early 

days after the death of the Prophet Muḥammad in AD. 632. Its followers believe that 

the Prophet Muhammad designated ̒ Ali Ibn ‘Abī Ṭālib as his successor (or Imam).112 

Adherents of Shi‘ism are called Shi‘a ‘Ali, Shiite as a collective, or Shi‘i 

individually, since the word Shiite (شيعة) in Arabic means followers, or “party of”.  

The concept of Shi‘ism has been the subject of various opinions and ideas. 

While some researchers think that the term ‘Shi‘ism’ emerged from the ideas of 

ʻAbdullah b. Sabaʼ, who was a Jew, others believe that the term appeared during the 

Caliphate of ʻAli Ibn ʼAbī Ṭālib (35–40 AH; 656–661 AD). Another group of 

researchers believe that the concept of Shi‘ism appeared after the death of the Prophet 

Muḥammad (11 AH-632 AD).113
 However, it has a completely different meaning 

from the perspective of Shiites, who believe that Shi‘ism is related to divine 

orientation and prophetic implementation, and that it was originally connected to the 

concept of the imamate. They claim that the concept of Shi‘ism grew around ʻAli Ibn 

ʼAbī Ṭālib in the era of the Prophet Muḥammad, and that the Prophet used the word 

‘Shiites’ to refer to ‘Ali Ibn ʼAbī Ṭālib and his supporters and followers. Shiites 

believe that Shi‘ism was a religious necessity and an important consequence to the 

formation of Islam. 

The Shiite creed depends on five pillars: monotheism (Tawhid),114  divine 

justice, 115  the Day of Judgment, 116  prophethood, 117  and Imamah. 118  In their 

exposition of the creed, Shiite scholars place Imamah at the centre, which in Shi‘a 

theology means leadership.119 It refers to the legitimate successor in the Islamic 

community, and holds that this person should be a member of Muhammad’s family 

(Ahl Al-Bayt). This is not only because Ahl Al-Bayt are the Prophet’s family, but also 
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because they have the prerequisites of religious and political leadership.120 As such, 

an imam must have certain attributes that enable him to fulfill the tasks of the 

leadership position, including infallibility,121 the appointment of Imams by God,122 

and finally the distinction of the Imam,123 and knowledge.124  

Imamah, according to the Shiite Twelver doctrine,125 is the highest level of 

responsibility given by God to man. Twelvers believe that the Shiite has had twelve 

Imams,126 and that the twelfth and final imam is the absent Imam of the Shiite who 

will appear near the end of time to spread justice after the planet has been corrupted 

by injustice and oppression.127 During the absence of the imam, the Shiites believe 

that the Mujtahid128 is the deputy of the absent imam who replaces him and works as 

a connection between the imam and the people. 129  The imitation of jurists is 

considered an obligation for all Shiites, 130 therefore, every adult person who has not 
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reached the position of a jurist is obliged to follow and imitate the jurist in his 

worship, transactions, and all actions, even politically.131 As such, when the Mujtahid 

announces a fatwa,132 which may relate to a religious, political or economic issue, all 

followers of the Mujtahid must follow the given fatwa.133 

2.4. The Shi‘a Holy Cities of Iraq  

The adherents of Shiite Islam, like other Muslims, attach religious importance 

to Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem, they are also spiritually, emotionally, and 

physically attached to the shrine cities of Najaf, Karbala, Khadimain, and Samarra. 

The development of these cities in the 16th and 20th centuries by the Ottoman and 

Iranian states, in the view of Nakash, “was shaped by their desire” to control Shiite 

affairs in Iraq.134  

Najaf historically derives its holiness from being the site of the tomb of ‘Ali b. 

’Abī Ṭālib, the first Imam of the Shiites and his capital city when he became the 

Caliph.135 Therefore, it has become an important place of pilgrimage. The city has 

been the site for one of the largest and holiest cemeteries in the world “Wādī Al-

Salām” cemetery between Shiite Muslim. 136  Najaf has been a centre of Shiite 

scholarship and the seat of the leading Mujtahid of the day.137 Enjoying a semi-

autonomous position during the Ottoman occupation, this enabled the city, according 

to Nakash, to have “an enormous religious and political influence far beyond the 

limits of Iraq”.138 This is attributed, among other things, to its location, which is about 

100 miles South of Baghdad. In addition, in the 19th century, Najaf emerged as the 

most important learning centre for Shiite Islam, with more than nineteen functioning 

schools. In particular, most students left the city for Najaf after the Ottoman 

occupation of Karbala in 1843.139  
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In the early 1900s, the population of Najaf was estimated to be about thirty 

thousand, and the population was almost entirely Shiite.140 At that time, the number 

of pilgrims exceeded the number of city residents two-fold. While Arabs mainly 

populated the city, Persians were estimated to form one third of the population. The 

strong influence of the Arab tribes on Najaf can be considered because of the city’s 

position on the edge of the desert.141  

Situated fifty miles northeast of Najaf and sixty miles southwest of Baghdad, 

Karbala’s population was estimated to be approximately fifty thousand in the early 

19th century.142 The population of the city was entirely Shiite. The city contains the 

shrine of the Imam Ḥussein and his half-brother Al-‘Abbās, it was in fact the site 

where Ḥussein, the son of ‘Ali and the third Shiite Imam, and his companions were 

killed in a battle against the accession of Mu‘āwiya’s son Yazīd to the Caliphate in 

680 AD.143 Traditionally, believers make twice-yearly pilgrimages to Karbala.  

In contrast to Najafi and Karbala, Khadimain and Samarra are situated in Sunni 

neighbourhoods to the north of Baghdad. Khadimain, now a Baghdad suburb, was an 

early important Shiite city.144 It is the burial site of Mūsā Al-Kāẓim and Muḥammad 

Al-Jwād (the seventh and ninth Imams of the Shiite). Khadimain Mosque, which was 

rebuilt by the Safavid and Ottoman states in 1515, and has been the centre of Shiite 

activities.145 The population of the city was estimated to be eight thousand in the 

beginning of 20th century, and the majority of its Muslim population was Arab.146 

Similarly, Samarra is considered as one of the Shiite’s holiest sites.147 It is the site of 

the shrines of ‘Ali Al-Hādī and Ḥassan Al-‘Askarī, the tenth and eleventh Imams of 

Shiite, though more interestingly, it is the city from which the twelfth or the hidden 

Imam Muḥammad Al-Mahdī disappeared and entered his period of occultation. The 
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population of Samarra was almost entirely Sunni.148 Although these Shiite holy cities 

never lost their spiritual significance, Najaf played a major role in the resistance 

against the British occupation as will be shown in Chapter Three. 

2.5. The Reformist and Nationalist Movement in Iraq  

At the end of 19th century, a reformist movement emerged in Iraq following the 

decay of the Ottoman Empire and increased Western influence in the Middle Eastern 

region.149 The reformist movement was represented by the Al-‘Ahd Party (Covenant 

Party). It was founded by a group of Iraqi officers in the Ottoman army and included 

people like ‘Azīz Al-Masrī, Nūrī Al-Sa‘īd, Ṭāha Al-Hāshmī, Taḥsīn Al-‘Askarī, and 

Sa‘ad Al-Takrītī. 150  This movement sought to change political thought and 

awareness in Iraq and the Arab world, and was characterised by Arab nationalism. 

Some authors and historians denied the existence of Arab nationalism at the time, 

including David Lloyd George,151 Gertrude Bell,152 and Uriel Dann, who maintained 

that the state of Iraq was an artificial creature at the end of the Ottoman era. They 

also argued that there was no such thing as Iraqi nationalism.153 In fact, Beeri holds 

that there was no Iraqi nation, and no traditions to unify the different sects. 154 

Kedourie states that it was the insistence and determination of young officers that 

contributed to the establishment of an Iraqi nation, and that ethnography, geography 

and history played no role.155 
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In contrast, some authors have tried to link the nationalist movement to the 

religion of Islam. They claim that Islam is a religion of Arabic nationalism,156 and 

they support their view by citing some Quranic verses, which include phrases such 

as ‘folk’, ‘nation’ and ‘Arab’. However, the advocates of this view do not distinguish 

between political Islam and Arab nationalism. 157  Hourani argues that Arab 

nationalism, as a political movement, did not crystallise except during the 20th 

century. 158  This is also applicable to the nationalist movement in Iraq, which 

appeared at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century. 

It is important to note that the nationalists and intellectuals of Iraq were affected 

by a number of Islamic reformers and thinkers, including Jamāl Al-Dīn Afghānī (d. 

1897), Muḥammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905), Rashīd Riḍā (d. 1935), and ‘Abdu Al-Raḥmān 

Al-Kawākibī (d. 1902).159 The essence of their ideas can be divided into two sections: 

political and philosophical. Politically, the reformers aimed to stir up religious 

feelings as a means of fighting colonialism.160 The success of this approach can be 

seen in the way that the Russian colonisation of Iran (1911) and Italian colonialism 

in Libya (1911) were repelled. These thinkers called for the condemnation of 

sectarianism, as well as for the rejection of differences between Shiites and Sunnis, 

and for the union of Christians, Muslims, and Jews. 161  Those who support the 

philosophical approach argue that the reformers aimed to create an intellectual 

revolution through Western philosophy and adherence to Islamic thought.162 

Some Shiite scholars were affected by the thoughts of Islamic reformers such 

as Al-Kālisī, Al-Ṣadir,163 Muḥammad Sa‘īd Al-Ḥabūbī,164 and Muḥammad Riḍā Al-

Shibībī.165 They accepted the call for modernization and Arab nationalism. For this 
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reason, they refused to merge with the Persians. While Shiite scholars were suffering 

persecution under the rule of the Ottoman Empire, they could not abandon Islam or 

accept Western ideas completely. In fact, they aspired to constitutional rule and the 

creation of a national Arab entity. Ireland stated that for the Shiite scholars, 

nationalism meant the erection of an Islamic State once again, with the priesthood in 

their rightful dominant position. He also states that it meant a state freed from the 

contaminating influences of the West, purified from tendencies to exalt secularism, 

and one that was able to stamp out opposing sects and millets.166 Keddie has pointed 

to a rapprochement between the thoughts of reformers and intellectual traditions of 

the Shiite.167 

For Iraq, its social diversity and the ideas of Islamic reformers played an 

important role in the emergence of a reformist movement at the beginning of the 20th 

century. This movement succeeded in changing the existent political thoughts and 

awareness of the Iraqi people. However, it has been argued that, when studying 

nationalism in Iraq, it is important to consider all sources of influence that may have 

contributed to the composition and development of the thoughts and objectives of the 

reformist movement. This section, therefore, also looks at external factors, including 

the political struggles in Iran and Turkey, the centre of the Ottoman Empire, since 

the original causes of the 1920 revolt are the focus of this thesis. 

One of the important factors in the 20th century was the Iranian Constitutional 

Revolution of 1905–1911. Although the Iranian revolution belongs to the political 

affairs of Iran, the Shiite clerics in Iraq played a prominent role in this revolution. In 

1906, letters arrived from Iran to Shiite clerics asking for their advice on the 

establishment of a constitutional council. Sayid Muḥammad Al-Yazdī was one of 

those who rejected the constitutional movement in Iran and saw that the interest of 

states must not be shared but should instead be based on just one person being 

responsible.168 In contrast, Al-Ākhūnd Muḥammad Kāẓim Al-Khurāsānī supported 

the establishment of a constitutional system and he issued a fatwa, which stated that 

every Muslim must accept and implement these constitutional laws, and that 

resistance to these laws was resistance to the provisions of the religion. As a result, 
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the residents of Najaf were divided into two groups: the first group supported the 

conditional constitutional movement, headed by Al-Ākhūnd Muḥammad Kāẓim Al-

Khurāsānī, while the other group rejected the constitutional movement and were 

headed by Sayid Muḥammad Al-Yazdī. 169  Finally, the Iranian constitution was 

created in 1906.170 These events in Iran greatly influenced the growth of thought and 

consciousness in Iraqi cities.171 

After the ratification of the constitution, Muẓaffar Al-Dīn Shāh died, and his 

son Muḥammad ʻAli Shāh - took power on 9th December 1907. 172  Al-Ākhūnd 

Muḥammad Kāẓim Al-Khurāsānī sent for the Ten Commandments which would, in 

turn, become the basis of a constitutional system.173 However, Muḥammad ʻAli Shāh 

adhered neither to the Ten Commandments, nor to the concepts of the Constitutional 

Revolution. Thus, Al-Khurāsānī issued a fatwa which stated that the abandonment of 

the constitution was tantamount to the abandonment of the provisions of Islam. This 

fatwa was supported by several Shiite clerics, such as Al-Shīrāzīand, Fatḥallah, and 

Al-ʼAṣfahānī.174 In July 1909, Muḥammad ʻAli Shāh was isolated and Aḥmed Mīrza 

took power. The latter was sympathetic to the constitutional movement, and his 

position was endorsed by the Shiite clerics in Najaf, and this led to huge parties and 

celebrations.175 

Most importantly, the Ottoman coup (1908-1909)176 played a prominent role 

in the evolution of a consciousness amongst the divergent groups of Iraq. The 

evolution of a consciousness amongst the divergent groups of Iraqi people was due 

to slogans, which were advocated during the coup (freedom, equality, fraternity).177 

It also contributed, to some extent, to the freedom of press, thought, expression and 

political organizations in Iraq. Hitherto 1908 there had only been three newspapers 
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in Iraq. After the announcement of the constitution and during the years between 

1908 and 1914, there were approximately seventy Iraqi newspapers.178 In addition, 

the Ottoman coup contributed to the revival of Arab heritage, especially the Arabic 

language and the application of constitutional systems.179 Most reformers confronted 

the Committee of Union and Progress, which aimed to disseminate Turanian ideas.180 

Finally, the coup contributed to uniting the efforts made by nationalists and Islamists 

in Iraq, whereby a group of Shiite clerics under the leadership of Al-Ākhūnd 

Muḥammad Kāẓim Al-Khurāsānī supported the constitution.181  

Meanwhile, other factors contributed to the national movement in Iraq, such as 

the Italian occupation of Libya, and Russian aggression against Iran in 1911. In fact, 

this contributed to the dissemination of anti-colonial thoughts in Iraq. During the 

period of Russian aggression against Iran, a group of Shiite scholars issued a fatwa 

for the necessity of jihad against the Russians. Among these scholars was Sayid 

Muḥammad Al-Yazdī, who issued a fatwa for jihad against Russia, Britain, and Italy 

in November 1911. His fatwa stated that “Today, European countries attacked the 

Islamic kingdoms from all directions. On one hand, Italy attacked Libya from Tripoli 

on the west side and Russia attacked the north of Iran, Britain attacked the south of 

Iran, and this threatened Islam”.182 It was clear that all Muslims, Arabs and non-

Arabs should prepare themselves to defend the Islamic countries against the infidels. 

They were instructed to also use their money to get the Italian army out of Tripoli, 

the Russian army out of northern Iran, and the British army out of southern Iran.183  

After issuing a fatwa declaring a holy war against Russia, the scholars of the 

holy cities decided that all the Mujahedeen should move to fight the Russians in 

Iran.184 The Mujahedeen were scheduled to meet in Al-Sahla Mosque in Kufa on 13 

                                                        
178  Al-Ḥasanī, ʻAbd Al-Razāq, Tārīkh Al-Ṣaḥāfa Al-‘Irāqiya (The History Of the Iraqi Press), 

(Baghdad, 1957), pp.1-51. 
179 Khalīl Aḥmad, ’Ibrāhīm, Taṭawir al-Ta‘līm Fī al-Basra (Development The Education In Basra)  

(Basra, 1983), p.47. 
180 Turanian is a national political movement, which emerged between the Ottoman Turks in the 

latter quarter of the 19th century. It aimed to unite the Turkish race, and impose the Turkish language 

and culture on non-Turks in the Ottoman Empire. See, Ṣālih, Jihād, Al-Ṭurāniya Bayn Al-Ṣūliya Wa 
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 51 

December 1911.185 From there, they would head for Karbala and Kadhimain and then 

to Iran, but Sheikh Kāẓim Al-Khurāsānī, the great jurist and supporter of jihad, died 

a day before the mission was due to start. At the end of March 1912, however, news 

arrived in Iraq that Russian troops had attacked the tomb of Imam ʻAli b. Mūsā b. 

Ja‘far, the eighth Shiite Imam,186 and a number of visitors had been killed. Due to the 

attack, a meeting in Kadhimain was held to discuss the issue of declaring another 

jihad against the Russians and was attended by a group of scholars and clerics.187 

Anti-colonial thought and jihadist ideology managed to penetrate and seep into the 

consciousness and unconsciousness of Iraqi society. 

2.6. Conclusion 

This brief background has provided a picture of the historical legacies of three 

city-states (Baghdad, Mosul, and Basra), which represented the functional borders of 

Iraq, as per the Ottoman Empire's planning since their falling under its control in 

1534. Subsequently, each state manifested a unique identity to which its people felt 

affinity. This identity was further instilled in each state's inhabitants, due to a policy 

of enforced Turkification by the Ottomans, causing a reactionary tribal Arabism. This 

is especially apparent in the latter stages of the Ottoman Empire's reign. Since the 

conditions of an independent nation-state were not there, tribalism was able to take a 

stronghold due to what it was able to provide in terms of perks and guarantees, 

allowing it to play the role of the absent nation. The blood link which connects all 

the different members of a tribe, their traditions and practices, as well the chain of 

command leading ultimately to the tribe's Sheikh - with whom rests absolute 

command - became a source of pride and honour for its members; such that their 

tribal identity represented a guarantee for their life, property, and land. 

The other predominant identity which competed with the first arrived in the 

form of religious identity. It was incredibly prevalent, especially on religious 
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187 Shubar, Ḥasan, Al-Taḥaruk al-Islāmī 1900 -1957 (Islamic Movement 1900-1957), (Qum, 2010), 

p.140. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Twelve_Imams
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musa_al-Kadhim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musa_al-Kadhim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad_al-Jawad


 52 

occasions. Shiite ideology further entrenched religious thought as a form of identity, 

making its Marja' (religious authority, essentially Mujtahid, chiefly Shiite ideology) 

the ultimate authority in Shi‘a society. It was therefore obligatory upon them to 

follow the commands and teachings - normally in the form of a fatwa (religious 

verdict) - that the Marja‘ authority in Najaf or its representatives imposed elsewhere. 

The religious identity is unique as it is not mutually exclusive with the tribal one, 

such that one or many tribes may adhere to the Shiite sect. Sometimes, all Muslims 

are addressed by its authority. Shrines also aided significantly in the spread of this 

identity, as they helped create a connection and an order among the Shiite 

community. Examples of these are the shrines in Karbala, Najaf, Kadhimain, and 

Samarra. 

It was within this historical context that reform movements and societies, such 

as the Covenant Party, as well as political events, like the Ottoman coup in 1908, 

played an important role in raising awareness among Iraqi communities, especially 

in urban areas. These changes and events had their effects most manifested in the 

three main city-states. 
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Chapter Three 

Britain and the First and Second Jihad Movements (1914–1917) 

 

After the British occupation of Basra on 22 November 1914, the Ottoman 

Empire sought to involve the Shiites in their fight against the British. To do so, the 

Ottoman Empire sent representatives to the Shiite clerics in Najaf to persuade them 

to give their support. The Ottoman Empire succeeded in engaging the Shiites through 

convincing them that the British occupation of Iraq was an attack on Islam. Thus, the 

Shiite clerics issued fatwas for jihad and incited the people in different areas of Iraq. 

They delivered religious speeches to persuade them to participate in the jihad 

movement against the British forces. They also organised resistance.  

This chapter analyses the British occupation of Iraq between 1914 and 1917. 

Thus, it focuses on the declaration of jihad against the British forces in 1914 by a 

chief of Shiite religious authority in the city of Najaf and the Shiite clerics in the holy 

cities. Specifically, it looks at the role of Shiite clerics during the first and second 

jihad movements in forming a common linkage amongst various sects, races and 

social groups; this played a crucial role in creating an alliance, one built on the broad 

idea of Islam on a very complex and quite divided region. This alliance, however, 

contributed to the emergence of the signs of nation building. 

 3.1. The British occupation of Iraq in 1914 

After the Ottoman Empire’s participation in the First World War, the British 

decided to occupy Basra, as it was the only port in Iraq. Thereafter the British 

occupied all the other regions of the country. The British forces, under the command 

of General W. S. Delamain, left Bombay for the Persian Gulf on 16 October 1914.188 

The British Government of India succeeded in achieving its goal of entering the war 
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through the appointment of General W.S. Delamain as the leader of the British 

convoy. The convoy had the goal of protecting the oil refineries and pipelines in 

Abadan; when the war began between the British and the Ottoman Empire, military 

supplies would be provided to the British convoy from India and Britain.189 The 

British arrived at Bahrain on 23 October 1914.190 In Bahrain General W.S. Delamain 

met Sir Percy Cox,191 and waited for orders from India to occupy Basra.192 From 

previous events, it can be concluded that the British Government of India was the 

decision maker in the occupation of Iraq, because it had gained experience and 

knowledge of the Persian Gulf over a long period of time.193  

However, Britain was familiar with the region. Therefore, the British 

government sought to obtain information and logistical support from its allies 

including Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir, the ruler of Al-Muhammarah region, and Sheikh 

Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ, the ruler of Kuwait to achieve its objectives. They were 

associated with Britain by treaties of protection, 194  or through economic and 

political relations.195 Before the British occupation of Iraq, there had, therefore, been 

a number of visits and exchanges of letters between British officers and Britain’s 

allies  - especially from Kuwait's ruler. The ruler of Kuwait promised to send boats 

to assist the British troops in Basra.196 In addition, he gave information to the British 
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officers,197 but General Delamain did not take Sheikh Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ’s opinion 

into consideration when it came to his own military planning. 198  Moreover, the 

Consul General in the Persian Gulf requested that Sheikh Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ attack 

Umm-Qasr, Safwan and Bubiyan and occupy them, before doing the same to Basra. 

The idea was that Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir, ʻAbdu Al-ʻAzīz Ibn Suʻūd and other 

reliable sheikhs, would liberate Basra from the Turks and prevent the arrival of 

Turkish supplies to Basra and al-Qurna until after the arrival of the British forces.199 

Britain considered Kuwait a potential aid by way of the military bases of the latter. 

Such bases could be used to protect the British soldiers from the back line, as well as 

prevent the arrival of aid from Kuwait to the Ottoman forces.200 It was obvious that 

the war would lead to the establishment of a relationship between the British and 

‘Abdu Al-ʻAzīz Ibn Suʻūd, which would enable the British to obtain support to aid 

the achievement of their goals. In spite of this, ‘Abdu Al-ʻAzīz Ibn Suʻūd was 

unsuccessful. 

 The British attacked the Faw area on 6 November 1914 due to its strategic 

location. Its capture would facilitate the British occupation of the rest of the areas 

that they desired. As a result of this attack, the Turkish Commander Burhānu al-Dīn 

in the Faw area was killed, the Turkish soldiers withdrew from the battle, and the 

British won.201 The next day, General Delamain moved his troops and arrived in 

Sanniya, where he landed his forces.202 The news of the occupation of the Faw area 

by the British reached Basra through fleeing government officials. When the news 

arrived in Basra, the Turkish Commander Subhī Bey sent 400 troops led by Sāmī 

Bey to confront the British troops in Sanniya.203  
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Britain’s allies continued to provide information to the British forces to 

facilitate their mission. Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir sent reliable news to the British that 

Sāmī Bey had arrived from Basra with a strong force comprised of Turks who wanted 

to attack the British forces.204 He reported that Sāmī Bey had started to attack.205 

When Sāmī Bey and the Turkish forces attacked the British forces, General Delamain 

knew about it in advance. As a result, the Turkish forces suffered a defeat, and 

approximately 80 soldiers were killed, so they withdrew to Saihān, four miles from 

the Sanniya area.206 Through such military victories, the British forces succeeded in 

occupying strategic areas, a necessary precursor to their successfully occupying 

Basra. The British commander General Barrett arrived in Sanniya in November 

1914, 207  after having received orders from India to occupy Basra. 208  On 17 

November 1914, there was a battle between the Turkish and the British to the south 

of the village of Kut al-Zin;209 the Turks were defeated and the British took control 

of the area. It was then that the British decided to occupy Basra.210 The British had 

initially occupied the Faw area, which is near the Abadan area in Iran. The goal at 

that point was to secure the Abadan area, where there was a large amount of oil that 

had been excavated by the British Persian Oil Company.211 Britain was concerned 

that Turkish forces would return and take control of the Faw region and the oil fields. 

As a result, after British troops occupied the Faw area, they kept the warship, Spiegel, 

on the Caron River to protect British interests in the area.212 The British Navy reached 

Basra on 22 November 1914; the Turks had already withdrawn.213 Britain established 
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a civil administration at Basra on 27 November 1914 due to the importance of this 

city from both economic and geographic perspectives.214 

At this early stage, neither the imperial authorities in London nor India had any 

clear ideas about the future political status of the territories that had gradually come 

under British occupation.215 That said; there were many goals for the occupation of 

Basra. First, after taking control of Iraq's only seaport in this region, Britain could 

ensure that military supplies would arrive easily. Secondly, Basra city became a 

launching point from which to occupy the other parts of Iraq. Thirdly, it enabled 

Britain to help to protect its allies, such as the Khaʻzal b. Jābir Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ 

and ʻAbdu Al-ʻAzīz Ibn Suʻūd from Turkish forces.216 Fourthly, the British sought 

to keep non-British influences (primarily Russian and German) out of the region and 

to protect Britain's strategic interests in Iran's oil fields, as well as its links to India 

and the Arabian side of the Gulf.217 Finally, it ensured the security of the Anglo-

Persian Oil Company’s installations at Abadan in Persia.218 

After the occupation of Basra city, General Barrett asked the General 

Command in India on 29 November 1914 for permission to occupy al-Qurna. This 

request was made for several reasons. The importance of al-Qurna in military terms, 

as it lies in the confluence of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. It also enabled the 

British to exercise control over the marine route of Shatt al-Arab, which helped the 

passage of large vessels, which in turn helped to supply the British forces. 

Furthermore, it enabled the British to benefit from the agricultural nature of the town 

of al-Qurna, which was one of the richest agricultural towns in Iraq. This again 

helped to supply British troops. Occupying the Qurna also created a moral influence 

on the tribes and earned their loyalties; thereby preventing them from providing 

support for the Ottoman forces. Indeed, it enabled the British to protect the Iranian 

area of Arab-Stan from the threat of the Ottoman forces.219 British troops succeeded 
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in occupying the al-Muziraʻa area on 7 December 1914,220 and the al-Qurna area on 

9 December 1914.221 After the fall of the cities of Basra and al-Qurna to the British, 

orders from Istanbul were issued that removed the military commander Jāwīd Pāshā 

from his post as commander of the forces of the Ottoman Empire. His removal 

occurred due to the fact that he was held primarily responsible for the defeats that 

had befallen the Turkish forces. It was instead decided by the Ottomans that they 

should appoint the military commander Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey in his place.222 

 Through an analysis of previous events, it can be inferred that the Ottoman 

forces were lacking experience and military equipment; they were not adequately 

prepared to fight. The British forces ultimately succeeded in occupying strategic 

areas and achieved the occupation of Basra and al-Qurna without facing any major 

difficulties. The British occupation provoked anti-British feelings in the population; 

that became clear through a telegram from Basra, which was sent to the clerics in the 

holy cities asking them for help by ordering Iraq’s tribes to defend Iraq and face the 

British forces.223 

3.2. Declaration of jihad by Shiite clerics against the British forces in 1914 

The Turkish Sultan proclaimed jihad against Britain and its allies on 14 

November;224 he called upon all Muslims in the world, including those who were 

living in Great Britain, France and Russia, to take up arms.225 The Ottoman state 

called upon all Muslims to take up arms because it considered itself the State of the 

Caliphate, and all Muslims were obliged to come to its defence. At the same time, 

the Ottoman government was seeking to join the Shiites to jihad against the British 

as the Ottomans realised that the best way to convince the Shiites was by provoking 

the religious factors and calling upon them to defend the banner of Islam.226 It was 
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known that the Shiites do not announce jihad unless the jihad order or consent has 

hitherto been given by the infallible Imam, who was Imam Muḥammad b. Al-Ḥasan 

(Al-Mahdī), for the jihad is only announced in the case of the exposure of Islamic 

countries to attack by non-Muslims, which they called a defence. 227  Thus, the 

Ottoman Empire sought to rely on the common elements between the Sunni and 

Shiite sects, namely using Islam to involve them in the jihad against the British. This 

warrants some further explanation, however, so as to rescue the concept of jihad itself 

from contemporary conflations of the issue with arbitrary assumptions on Islamist 

jus ad bellum,228 viewed from the perspective of Western normativity.  

Genealogically, contemporary jihad “is the lineal descendent of classical jihad 

theory as modified by contemporary radical Islam”.229 As with religious ideologies 

in general, the processes of time and history and the various adaptive mechanisms 

that unfold from generation to generation are responsible for the emergence of a set 

of ideologies that are quite distinct from their original incarnation. As Cook writes, 

“classical Muslim jihad theory is based upon a combination of Qur’anic selections, 

hadiths…legal discussions based on the hadith literature and formal treatises dealing 

with jihad”.230 Real mentions of jihad in the Qur’an are rare, with the label not being 

explicitly applied to the warfare waged by Muḥammad; rather, it appears in the 

context of later Muslim conquests following the year 634.231 From that time until 

740, the concept of jihad began to appear in (and alongside) the hadith, being 

liberally mingled with arbitrary passages from the Qur’an, and indeed subject to the 

aforementioned interpretative constraints of the hadith. A key text in this regard is 

the Kitab al-jihad of ‘Abduallah b. Al-Mubarāk, it includes the first explicit mention 

of the concept of jihad, as it is understood in its popular, modern, sense.232 What is 

key about this text is that it is populated with battle slogans and description of 

martyrs’ feats and rewards, where the author describes himself as being a “defender 

of Islam.”233 This utterance is echoed by contemporary radical Islamists. In addition, 
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228 Right to war. 
229 Cook, David, “Islamism and Jihadism: The Transformation of Classical Notions of Jihad into 

an Ideology of Terrorism”. Totalitarian Movements and Political Religions, (Huston, 2009) Vol. 

10, No. 2, 2009, 177-187, p.177. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Ibid. 
232 Ibid. 
233 Ibid., p.178. 



 60 

as is described by Moghadam, “the word jihad…means ‘to strive’ or ‘to exert 

oneself’”.234 

The further emergence of the concept of jihad came about during the Crusades, 

with prominent authors including al-Sulāmī and Ibn Al-Nahhās al-Dumyaṭī. Jihad 

also appears in legal literature, with the Sunni variety being vast, and indeed here it 

has been adapted in accordance with the geopolitical location and associated 

evolutionary cultural processes. In order to be legitimate, jihad had to have the 

endorsement of the Imam. In its classical sense, jihad had three forms; of the hand 

(or sword); of the tongue; or of the soul. This represents the various forms of the 

conquest of the deviant other. As Cook writes: 

“According to the jurisprudents, jihad is a process that begins with the summoning 

of the enemy to Islam, and either leads to Muslim victory, in which case the enemy 

is either killed, enslaved or accepts protection (dhimmi) of the Muslims, or to a 

tactical ceasefire (hudna). There is little discussion as to what Muslims should do in 

case of an outright or catastrophic defeat”.235 

A key problem amidst all of this was the actual establishment of a defined 

conception of an exact identity of the enemy. However, jihad in its classical sense 

primarily became a tool of the Sunni Muslims, directed towards minority groups such 

as Shiites. The definition of such was even expanded over subsequent centuries to 

situations in which Muslims often sided with non-Muslims in warring against 

particular Muslim factions. Both factions, however, retained distinctive 

conceptualisations of jihad nonetheless. As Cook writes: 

“While Sunni jihad theory emphasises the triumphal process of conquest from non-

Muslims in which martyrs either gain victory or paradise, Shi’ites emphasise the 

tragic and mournful quality of perpetual (but noble) defeat”.236 

As mentioned earlier, the nineteenth century brought anti-colonial jihads, 

which more closely resembled “nationalism and socialism”.237 This preceded a shift 

to a more contemporary form of jihadism in the twentieth century that became bound 

up with the concept of fatwah—a legal opinion. The proclamation of a fatwah is 

indicative of the legitimising of some particular enemy, henceforth justifying any 
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declared war against the same. This serves the cause of further explaining the 

common denominator that was being formed against the common enemy: the British. 

The Ottoman government sent a delegation to Najaf because it was considered 

to be the centre of the Shiite religion not only in Iraq but also in the world. It was 

also the place of residence of the chief of Shiite religious authority in Iraq. The 

delegation consisted of military leaders and Shiites who were representatives of the 

Ottoman Empire.238 This was a clear indication that the Ottoman Empire was needed 

for logistical support to face the British forces.  

The exchange of letters between the Ottoman government, the chief of the 

Shiite religious authority, and the Shiite scholars were unfamiliar during the period 

of Ottoman Empire rule over Iraq. However, the physical British occupation helped 

to diminish the differences and disputes between them and enhanced their desire to 

confront the British occupation. The delegation was received by Shiite clerics in 

Najaf and then a meeting was held in the Al-Hindi Mosque.239 The choice of the 

mosque as a place to hold the meeting between the Ottoman Empire delegation and 

the Shiite clerics gives an indication that the issue under discussion was of a religious 

nature, one that belonged to all Muslims. In addition, it was obvious that the Ottoman 

Empire sought to rely on common elements among Iraqi people, especially in the 

case of religion (Islam), to involve the Shiites in their fight against the British. 

Sayid Muḥammad Saʻīd al-Ḥabūbī, Sheikh ʻAbdu al-Karīm al-Jazā’rī and 

Sheikh Jawād al-Jawāhirī agreed to participate alongside the Ottoman government in 

their fight against non-Muslims. 240  In fact, this indicates that the anti-colonial 

sentiment, which dominated the Shiite clerics, was one of reasons that led them to 

support the Ottoman Empire against the British. 241  It is noteworthy that Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Ḥabūbī was influenced by the ideas of Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī, who 

called the people to fight against colonisation,242 and the ideas of the nationalists.243 
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There was a convergence between the ideas of the nationalists and a group of Shiite 

clerics, especially regarding anti-colonial ideas. Thereafter, Sheikh Ḥamīd Kalīdār 

went to Kufa,244 to meet the chief of the Mujtahids and the Deputy to the hidden 

Imam, 245  Sayid Muḥammad Kāẓim al-Ṭabāṭabā’ī al-Yazdī, to convince him to 

declare jihad against the British troops. The latter did so. 246  Thus, the Ottoman 

Empire succeeded in engaging the Shiites in fighting against the British troops, and 

also succeeded in obtaining a fatwa by a chief of the Shiite religious authority in Iraq, 

Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī through relying and utilising the common elements 

amongst them, especially Islam. This in turn enabled everyone to participate in the 

fight against the British.  

After issuing the fatwa of jihad by Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, the city of Najaf 

became more effective in calling for jihad. It also became the main city from which 

the instructions, orders and tasks were issued.247 Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī sought 

to involve the people from different areas of Iraq in the jihad movement against 

Britain through his powers as a chief of the Shiite. He urged the people to defend 

Islamic countries and obliged rich people who were unable physically to join the 

jihad to help the poor people who wanted to join the jihad. This speech echoed 

throughout all parts of Iraq, especially in those areas that were Shiite, because of his 

religious position as the Deputy to the hidden Imam. 248  He tried to exploit the 

common elements amongst the Iraqi people, especially regarding religion (Islam), to 

encourage them to become actively involved in the resistance and the fighting against 

the British.  

It was an attempt by Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī to unite all sects and ethnic 

and social groups to participate in the jihad against the British because Iraq was 

divided into three separate vilayets during the rule of the Ottoman Empire. The three 

vilayets were Mosul, Baghdad and Basra, but the inhabitants of these vilayets have 
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common elements such as language, religion, race and others. Therefore, this also 

contributed to the aforementioned common denominator in the face of a common 

enemy. In seeking to do this, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī sent a letter to the Iraqi 

people within various regions to incite jihad. As well as this, he issued a publication 

to all Muslims in Iraq asking them to unite and be in harmony, leaving their 

differences to one side and instead uniting and standing as one against the British 

troops occupying the territory of Iraq.249 For example, he sent a letter to the tribes in 

the area of al-Shatra, confirming the duty of jihad and expressing his sadness over 

the lack of attention that had been given to this fatwa, and warned them of the 

consequences of ignoring the matter. He also sent a letter to Sheikh Khīyūn al-ʻAbīd, 

the chief of al-ʻAbūdh tribes in Nasiriyah, telling him of the jihad against the non-

Muslims, and ordered him and his clan to move to Basra to fight the British who were 

heading for Basra.
250 The laying down of internal differences was, therefore, an 

additional aspect that affected the emergence of a common denominator. Thus, the 

signs of alliance to confront the British appeared at the beginning of the war through 

the fatwa of a chief of Shiite religious authority in Iraq; Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī. 

His speeches and fatwas were not confined to a specific sect or race in the Iraqi 

society such as the Shiites. Rather, his speeches and fatwas were addressed to all 

social groups of Iraq society in order to unite them and urge them to work together 

collectively to face the British forces that threatened Islam, which was, as has been 

noted, represented by the Ottoman state.  

As a result of the issuance of the fatwa for jihad against the British by Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Yazdī, many of the tribal leaders sent letters to him inquiring about 

the validity of this fatwa and what things they should take into consideration. They 

did not necessarily believe that the Shiite religious authority was supporting the 
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Ottoman Empire on account of a strained relationship that had existed between them 

for a long period of time.251 In addition, many of the tribes in the south of Iraq were 

at odds with the Ottoman Empire and they did not want to support the Ottoman 

Empire against the British,252 but after the fatwa of Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, they 

were obligated to provide their support. Thus, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī succeeded 

through the fatwa to eliminate the differences and disputes between the Ottoman 

Empire and several tribes in Middle Euphrates region in order to create the common 

denominator required to confront a common enemy.  

Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī also sought to involve neighbouring countries in 

the jihad against the British and for supporting the Ottoman Empire. In order to 

facilitate this, he sent a letter to Kha‘zal b. Jābir, the ruler of al-Muhammarah region, 

asking him to defend the Muslim lands that were occupied by British forces. He also 

asked him to invest his money to support the jihad and incite the tribes living in the 

al-Muhammarah area to face the attack of British forces.253 It can be concluded that 

Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī sent the letter to Kha‘zal for three reasons. First, Sheikh 

Kha‘zal was from the Shiite sect, so he had no option but to obey the fatwa. Secondly, 

Sheikh Kha‘zal had a strong relationship with many Shiite clerics in Najaf and 

Karbala. Thirdly, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī sought to create a common purpose, 

which encompassed all Muslims especially in neighboring countries, to confront the 

British because he believed that the British were the common enemy of all Muslims. 

Furthermore, a considerable body of Shiite clerics in Najaf played an important 

role in supporting the declaration of jihad through the incitement of tribes to 

participate in the jihad. For example, Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī, along 

with a group of Shiite clerics, had issued a fatwa that all people must defend the 

homeland and fight the British.254 In addition, Sayid Muḥammad Saʻīd al-Ḥabūbī 

invited the Iraqi tribes in different regions to join the jihad against the British forces. 
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For example, Sayid Muḥammad Saʻīd al-Ḥabūbī came out from Najaf with a group 

of his followers for al-jihad on 15 November 1914, and while they were sojourning 

towards the jihad, they passed by a goodly number of cities, such as al-Mushkhab, al 

’Abyaḍ, Simmawa and Nasiriyah and they incited the people of these cities to get 

involved in the jihad against the British. Moreover, he sent some of his aides, 

including Sheīkh Bāqir al-Shibībī and ʻAli al-Sharqī, to the tribes that were situated 

furthest away from the Nasiriyah area, urging them to jihad.255 This was especially 

significant because many of the tribes did not want to fight with the Turks because 

of the persecution that had previously suffered at the hands of the Ottoman 

authorities.256 At the same time, another group of mujahedeen from Najaf, who were 

headed by Sayid ʻAbdu al-Razāq al-Hiluw, came out for jihad in November 1914.257 

Afterwards, a lot of the mujahedeen, including clerics and students of religion, left 

Najaf and went to Baghdad before going to the front line of the war through the Tigris 

River. 258  Although the call for jihad was random and unorganized, many clan 

members responded to it due to the fatwa of jihad, the influence of clerics and the 

common denominator that was created because of the rapprochement between the 

men of the Shiites and the Ottoman Empire to confront a common enemy. 
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After the clerics and the students of religion left Najaf and its surrounding 

hinterland for jihad, the tribal leaders and influential personalities in the community 

also came out for jihad.259
 For example, on November 24, 1914, they came out to 

jihad, each of Sayid Nūr Sayid ʻAzīz al-Yāsirī and his followers, Mibdir al-Firʻūn, 

Mizhir Firʻūn and his followers from the tribe of al-Fatlah, Sayid ʻAlwān al-Yāsirī 

and with him a group of tribe al-ʼIbrāhīm, Sayid Muḥsin Abū Ṭabīkh and with a 

group of tribe al-Zayād and Shiite clerics each of Sayid Muḥammad ʻAli Hibat al-

Dīn al-Shihristānī, Sheikh ʻAbdu al-Riḍā al-Sheikh Mahdī and al-Sheikh Rāḍī.260 

Thus, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī and other Shiite clerics in Najaf, through the fatwa 

of jihad, incitement, and his delivery of religious speeches in Najaf, succeeded in 

uniting the various tribes, sects, races and social groups in Iraq to participate with the 

Ottoman troops against the British. This played a key role in forming a common 

denominator that led to the creation of an alliance to confront the British. This 

alliance contributed to the appearance of the signs of nation building. 

In parallel, the religious cities in Iraq played crucial roles in supporting the 

fatwa of jihad through the power of the Shiite clerics, where they sought to unite and 

encourage all the people to participate in the jihad movement to confront the British. 

For instance, the city of Karbala was the first of these cities because Karbala was 

considered to be the second city in importance for Shiites as it contains the tomb of 

al-Ḥussein b. ‘Ali. 261  It also contains a lot of religious schools (Ḥawza). 262  In 

addition, many Shiite clerics lived there.263 These factors meant that the fatwa of 

jihad, which was issued by Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, received approval from the 

masses without any hesitation. In addition, Sayid ʼIsmāʻīl al-Ṣadir issued a fatwa of 

jihad against the British. The mujahedeen then went to Najaf.264 The geographical 

location of Karbala was remarkable for its proximity to the most important clans of 

the south; it was also a connecting link to the most important cities in Iraq. Once 

many of the tribes near Karbala knew about the fatwa of jihad, they purposefully set 
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out from Karbala to Najaf to participate in jihad. For example, the chief of the clan 

al-Masʻūd al-Ḥāj Sʻūd al-Hitīmī and one hundred of his kinsmen took this option.265  

The second city was Kadhimain, which is considered the third city in 

importance for Shiites because it contains the tombs of two Imams of the Shiite 

religion.266 Sheikh Mahdī al-Khālisī and Sayid Mahdī al-Ḥaydarī played a key role 

in the declaration of jihad.267 Al-Ḥaydarī issued a fatwa that the people should invest 

their money in jihad against the non-Muslims; if anyone declined to pay, he 

instructed that the money should be taken forcibly.268 Sheikh Mahdī al-Khālisī called 

the scholars of Kadhimain to a meeting to discuss the issue of jihad and the issuance 

of the fatwa.269 During the meeting, there was disagreement as both Sayid Ḥassan al-

Ṣadir and Sheikh ʻAbdu al-Ḥusseīn al-’Asadī foresaw that the fight against the 

British was doomed,270 based on the strength of Britain's military. In contrast, the 

majority of clerics insisted on declaring jihad against the British; one of those who 

supported this view was Sayid Mahdī al-Ḥaydarī,271 who sent a letter to the scholars 

of the cities of Najaf, Karbala and Samarra, telling them that he intended to fight the 

non-Muslims. He then requested a meeting in Kadhimain and incited the people to 

start their jihad against the enemies.272 It is obvious from these events that both 

Ḥaydarī and al-Khālisī were determined to fight the British forces in spite of the 

military differences between the two sides. Furthermore, it can be argued that there 

existed some set of reasons and ideological convictions that cemented their desire to 

do this. It is also apparent that they wanted to unify the opinion of Shiite scholars in 

Kadhimain over the issue of jihad in order to ensure the participation of the majority 

of the population in the jihad.  
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The Modern History Of Iraq), (Beirut, 2005), (First published 1969), Vol. 4, pp.154-155. 
269 Al-Dabāgh, Hāshim, p.127. 
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Due to the location of Kadhimain, which is close to Baghdad, and the common 

elements between them such as religion, language, ethnic, race and other elements, 

some residents of Baghdad responded to the fatwa of jihad.273 For example, three 

hundred people in Baghdad went to Kerkh when they knew about the fatwa of jihad, 

where they were awaited by the Turkish steamer (Al-Ḥamidiya) that carried them to 

al-Qurna.274 Whenever the steamer arrived at a city or was sailing where tribes 

gathered on the river banks, Sayid Mahdī al-Ḥaydarī ordered the ship's captain to 

stop, and then Sayid Mahdī al-Ḥaydarī and his companions would disembark to speak 

to the people and urge them to participate in jihad and fight the British.275 When the 

procession arrived at al-Amara, Sayid Mahdī al-Ḥaydarī held a meeting in the city's 

mosque; he urged the people to jihad.276 It can be said that the Shiite clerics relied on 

stirring the feelings of the people and the common elements amongst the people of 

Iraq in forming the common denominator to face a common enemy. 

 In Samarra, Sheikh Muḥammad Taqī al-Ḥā’irī al-Shīrāzī played a major role 

in the declaration of jihad. He issued a fatwa to fight against the British and sent his 

son Muḥammad Riḍā to join Sayid Mahdī al-Ḥaydarī who was heading for the jihad 

in the city of Kadhimain. 277  He also sought to involve people in neighbouring 

countries such as Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir,278 and Sheikh Mubārak Al- Ṣabāh in the 

jihad.279  
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279 He sent a letter to Sheikh Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ to tell him the news of the occupation of the 

British forces and asked him to respond to the call of Islam and declare a holy war against the 

British. See, Al-Jbūrī, Kāmil, Wathāʼiq al-Thawra al-ʻIrāqiya al-Kubrā Muqadimātuhā Wa 

Natāʼijuhā (Documents Of Great Iraq Revolution Introductions And Results) “Letter from Sheikh 

Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī to Mubārak al-Ṣabāḥ”(Beirut, 2009), Vol. 1, p.41. 
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To conclude, Shiite scholars in the holy cities succeeded in encouraging people 

to join the jihad through the issuance of fatwas, by delivering speeches, and by 

sending delegates with messages to tribes to incite and urge them to jihad.  

3.3. The First Jihad Movement  

The first jihad movement was a response to the fatwa of jihad, which was 

issued by Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī in Najaf and other Shiite clerics in the holy 

cities. The first jihad movement can be described as spontaneous and emotional; it 

was not formally organised. Rather, the mujahedeen emerged from their areas 

randomly to participate in the jihad movement as a result of inducement to do so by 

the Shiite clerics. It is also interesting to note that the mujahedeen used traditional 

weapons to face the British forces. There was a lack of military coordination between 

the mujahedeen and the Ottoman Empire. During the first jihad movement, an 

alliance was formed through the participation of different sects (Sunni and Shiite), 

races (Arab and Kurds), classes (clerics, leader of tribes, students, peasants) and the 

residents of neighbouring countries, such as Kuwait and Muhammarah. These 

people, despite their differences, fought beside each other in order to face a common 

enemy: the British. This alliance contributed to the emergence of signs of nation 

building. 

The first jihad movement was comprised of three battles: al-Qurna, al-Shiʻiba 

and al-Huwiza (Arab-Stan). The first battle was led by Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey,280 

along with a group of clerics,281 clansmen, and the people of the cities of Karbala and 

Najaf. 282  These forces took positions around the al-Rūṭa channel. 283  Whilst the 

military commander, Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey, was equipping his forces for an attack 

on the British, the British commander, Barrett, came out from his base in Basra to 

survey the situation. He noticed that the Turks were ready for something and he 
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presumed, correctly, that the something was ‘to fight’. As a result, he hurried to 

prepare a military force to attack the al-Rūṭa site.284  

As a direct result, the British moved into the area of al-Muziraʻa towards al-

Rūṭa and bombed the Turkish forces. The British commander, Barrett, realised that 

it was not easy to occupy al-Rūṭa with such a force, so he issued orders to withdraw 

and return to the area of al-Muziraʻa.285  During this battle, the Turkish military 

commander, Sulaymān al-ʻAskarī Bey, was wounded and was taken to a Baghdad 

hospital for treatment.286 

The main reason for the victory was the fatwa of jihad, which obliged the 

mujahedeen to fight along with the Ottoman troops in the face of the British forces, 

in order to defend the common element, which is Islam, despite the strained 

relationship between the mujahedeen and the Ottoman authorities. There were also 

notable differences from the military side between the mujahedeen and the British 

forces. Most of the mujahedeen were from the clans of the Middle Euphrates, and 

they worked in agriculture, fishing, and livestock breeding, and as such hey lacked 

military experience. This was evident through the tools that they used in battles such 

as those of Fālh and Miqwār.287 

Similarly, the Shiite clerics played a major role in this battle, especially Sayid 

Mahdī al-Ḥaydarī. He was considered one of the senior Shiite scholars and had a 

distinctive stature amongst the mujahedeen. He took over the reins of leadership and 

issued military instructions to the mujahedeen.288 He also incited the mujahedeen to 

withstand and defeat the British troops.289  As well as this, he encouraged them 

through religious speeches to achieve victory.290 Thus, the fatwa of jihad and the 
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Shiite clerics succeeded in creating an alliance, which included the mujahedeen who 

had come out from various sects and races beside the Ottoman troops to face the 

British 

3.3.1. Al-Shiʻiba Battle  

The second battle of the first jihad movement was al-Shiʻiba. The area of al-

Shiʻiba is located four kilometers from the south-east part of Basra and contained a 

castle of antiquity. General Barrett realised the importance of this site, as holding the 

ancient castle would enable the occupier to protect Basra from the attacks of the 

Turkish forces. Consequently, General Barrett protected the castle by using trenches, 

barbed wire, and sandbags.291  

Meanwhile, unbeknownst to the British, the Turkish authorities had made a 

decision to attack the British forces stationed in Basra. In order to do this, and to take 

the British by surprise, the troops and the mujahedeen were massed in the area of al-

Barjissiya.292 The mujahedeen comprised a group of tribes,293 people from Baghdad, 

and Kurds.294 They had all responded positively to the fatwa of jihad under the 

leadership of a group of Shiite clerics.295 Thus, the fatwa succeeded in uniting the 

sects, such as Sunni and Shiite, as well the races, such as Arab and Kurd through 

creating a common denominator amongst them to face the British forces. 

The Turkish forces and the mujahedeen stayed for a period of three months,296 

until the arrival of the military commander, Sulaymān al-ʻAskarī Bey, who was there 
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to lead them into battle.297 He arrived on 9 March 1915, and developed a plan for an 

attack on the British,298 but the German Officer Sholes,299 and ʻAjamī al-Saʻdūn, one 

of the leaders of the mujahedeen, did not agree with commander Sulaymān ʻAskarī 

Bey.300 Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey, however, insisted on the implementation of a plan 

and assigned the mission of attacking the British forces to the mujahedeen working 

beside the Ottoman forces.301 Thus, the mujahedeen fought beside the Turkish forces 

against a common enemy according to the fatwa of jihad despite waiting for three 

months, a non-implementation in their view, and the demands placed upon them by 

the Ottoman military commander.  

The Turkish forces and the mujahedeen began to attack the site of the British 

troops on 22 April 1915 and the fight continued for two days without any results.302 

On the third day of fighting, General Melliss arrived in the al-Shiʻiba area having 

travelled all the way from Egypt.303 He took over the leadership of the British forces, 

and as soon as he had taken command, he ordered the soldiers to go out of the 

trenches and attack the Turkish forces. As a result, a fierce fight broke out between 

the two sides,304 and the Turkish forces withdrew. They were defeated; only a small 

number of guerrillas in the Turkish army stayed and fought.305 The first signs of the 
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withdrawal of the Turkish appeared in the ranks of the Mujahedeen of the Iraqi tribes, 

followed by the Turkish.306 

Sayid Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm, a senior Shiʻa scholar in the 20th century and the 

secretary of Sayid Muḥammad Saʻīd al-Ḥabūbī, stated that, on the day of the battle, 

the main reason for the defeat was rumour. During the battle, the mujahedeen heard 

rumours as to the death of the Turkish military commander, Sulaymān al-ʻAskarī 

Bey, and all his officers. As a result of these whispers, the mujahedeen fled, but Sayid 

Muḥammad Saʻīd al-Ḥabūbī and a group of mujahedeen did not flee. They settled on 

sending Sayid Muḥsin al-Ḥakīm to the tent of the military commander Sulaymān 

ʻAskarī Bey to clarify whether or not he was dead. When he went there, he found that 

Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey was alive and well; busy reading his paper. The rumour was 

a deception that led to defeat.307  

One of the most important reasons for the defeat of the Ottomans and 

associated allies in the battle of al-Shiʻiba was that the Turkish military commander, 

Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey, remained in Baghdad for more than two months to receive 

medical treatment for the injury caused to his leg during the battle of al-Qurna. The 

Turkish leadership had sent another leader to replace him in the battle of al-Shiʻiba. 

However, Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey insisted on leading the forces personally in the 

battle of al-Shiʻiba, and he was transferred there on a medical stretcher. The two-

month delay gave the British troops a chance to increase their fortifications at the 

sites they occupied; they were also able to provide their soldiers with enough gear 

and supplies. Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey also did not lead the battle himself because he 

was on a stretcher; this led to an imbalance in the defences of the Turks and the 

mujahedeen. Eventually, it led to their withdrawal from the battle, thinking that their 

military commander, Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey, had been killed. This rumour persisted 

even though it had been discovered, as noted, that he was alive. 
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In fact, the Iraqi tribes who participated in the jihad became bored because of 

the three long months that they had spent waiting for the battle. The tribal leaders 

started to threaten to withdraw and return to their towns, claiming that the hay was 

running out and that this would make it difficult for them to feed their horses and 

other animals. They relied heavily on the rainy season to use the grass to feed their 

animals as well as to grow grain, rice, and other agricultural crops for their livelihood.  

Moreover, the Turkish leaders badly mistreated the Iraqi tribes on many 

occasions; the Turkish commanders directed insults to the leaders and members of 

the clans. This caused a state of discontent and agitation to arise. Nevertheless, they 

continued to fight with great gusto for the victory of Islam. An example of these 

insults can be seen in what was said by Aḥmad Bey ’Awrāq, one of the leaders of the 

Turkish army, to the mujahedeen. He said: “if we have restored the regions of al-

Shiʻiba and Basra from the British forces, we have a second target, which is regaining 

Iraq, especially the area of Middle Euphrates at first and then the clans at the centre 

of the Tigris because they are traitors”.308 Sheikh Badir al-Rumīḍ, the chief of the 

Banī Mālik clan, replied by saying, “You are the traitors of Islam and your 

discrimination against the Arabs is crystal clear, and the Turkish forces which should 

fight the British not the clans and tribes of Iraq, but the fatwas of our scholars oblige 

the tribes and clans of Iraq to fight the British in these battlefields”.309 Another reason 

for the loss of the Battle of al-Shiʻiba was that the Turkish forces and the mujahedeen 

used very old weapons that lacked basic capabilities. There was, therefore, a vast 

difference between the British and Turkish forces on the battlefield. 

The presence of spies who reported what was going on behind the scenes to the 

British was another reason for the defeat of the Turkish at the Battle of al-Shiʻiba. 

The British were able to utilise this underhanded and cunning plan because the town 

of al-Zubayr was a semi-autonomous place; Sheikh ‘Ibrāhīm was his own ruler. The 

British used this city as the centre of their intelligence gathering network; they were 

assisted in this by Sheikh ’Ibrāhīm.310 In addition to the role that Sheikh ’Ibrāhīm 

played, the British officer Captain G.E. Leachman played an important role, as he 

spoke the Bedouin dialect very eloquently. Once disguised through adopting Muslim 
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dress, he could also freely mingle with the Bedouins and go to their cafes and meeting 

places.311 Through such undercover work, he was able to submit accurate reports on 

the conditions and equipment of the Turkish forces and the mujahedeen. 

Sayid Hibat al-Dīn al-Ḥusaynī al-Shahristānī, one of the participants in the 

Battle of al-Shiʻiba, mentioned the causes for the defeat in his memoirs and these 

may be seen as some of the most important reasons cited. First, the Turkish forces 

did not use either telegraphs or telephone lines for organisation and coordination 

between themselves and the mujahedeen during their battles with British. This caused 

an imbalance in the communication processes used by the two sides. By contrast, the 

British were very good at using modern technologies. Secondly, the Turkish 

leadership neglected the societal needs to present thanks and appreciation to all 

classes of the mujahedeen for participating in battles. Thirdly, a lot of Iraqi tribal 

leaders did not correctly count the number of their followers in the battle. This was 

because they could gain more money if they claimed to have brought more people 

with them. This caused great disorder in the battle as the military commander 

designed his plans based on incorrect figures. Fourthly, a lot of the leaders of the 

Turkish army were very parsimonious in distributing rice and barley, ghee and other 

food items to their troops. This resulted in many of the mujahedeen leaving. Finally, 

the failure of Sulaymān ʻAskarī Bey, the military commander of the Turkish forces, 

to know what preparations the British had made meant that he could not plan a strong 

attack.312  

3.3.2. Arab-Stan Battle 

The third battle in the first jihad movement was Arab-Stan. Arab-Stan was an 

area of great significance for the British because it contained wells and oil refineries. 

Due to this, the British government had sought to protect this area since the beginning 

of the war.313 The area, which was under the rule of Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir, belonged 

to the State of Iran. When the British threatened the city of Basra, a group of scholars 
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from the holy cities in Iraq sent letters to Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir, and demanded that 

he support the jihad against the British with money and anything else that he could 

spare.314  Unfortunately, Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir did not care for the letters and 

thought that the Shiite clerics who sent them might only have done so because they 

were under pressure from the Turkish government. He was also conscious of the need 

for the nation of Iran to take a neutral position.315 It was obvious that Sheikh Khaz‘al 

b. Jābir refused to participate in the jihad movement against Britain because he was 

associated with Britain through a series of longstanding engagements, agreements, 

and common interests. Indeed, he was considered to be one of Britain’s strategic 

allies in the region.  

Despite the refusal of Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir to participate in the jihad against 

the British, the tribes living in Arab-Stan, which was subject to the rule of Sheikh 

Khaʻzal b. Jābir, decided to participate in the process of jihad and to reject the opinion 

of Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir.316 There are three reasons for the participation of Arab-

Stan tribes in the movement of jihad against the British. First, the tribes hated Sheikh 

Khaʻzal b. Jābir for his intensity in the collection of taxes. The Islamic jihad in the 

eyes of that tribe was a revolution against him.317 Secondly, Sayid ʻIssā Kamāl al-

Dīn, the chief of the jurists of Arab-Stan at that time, had responded enthusiastically 

to the call for jihad and had toured the cities of Arab-Stan between the clans to exhort 

them to join the movement of jihad. He had had a great impact on them.318 Thirdly, 

the common elements between the Iraqi people and the residents of Muhammarah, 

such as religion (Islam), language (Arabic) and ethnicity (Arab), led the residents of 

Muhammarah to participate in the jihad movement against the British. 

The Turkish reached the area of al-Amara under the leadership of Tawfīq Bey 

al-Khāldī at the end of January 1915 and camped on the banks of the Karkheh River, 
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20 miles west of Ahwaz; then came the mujahedeen, including scholars,319 and the 

Iraqi tribes.320 As a result of the cooperation between the Turks with the mujahedeen, 

the tribes of Arab-Stan were encouraged to support for the jihad. On 4 February 1915, 

the al-Bāwiya tribes that inhabited the eastern part of al-Ahwaz announced that they 

too would join in with the jihad movement. They cut off the oil pipelines and set 

them on fire.321 Thus, the alliance came to include some residents of neighbouring 

countries and mujahedeen from various sects and races and the Ottoman troops in 

order to confront the British. 

On 25 February 1915, the clan of Banī Kaʻab revolted against Sheikh Khaʻzal 

b. Jābir and accused him of being an ally of Britain against the Ottoman Islamic 

State.322 This clan had taken control of the town of al-Falahiya, where they had 

appointed Jābir al-Sayid Mishʻal as governor.323 This matter drove Sheikh Khaʻzal 

b. Jābir to collect his troops and divide them into two. The first was led by his nephew 

Ḥanẓala and ordered to attack the clan of al-Bāwiya and control them.324 The second 

section was led by his son, a Jāsib, who gave the order to go to the clan of Banī Kaʻab, 

and attack the clan.325 Both the nephew and the son succeeded in subjecting the two 

tribes; they were brought back under the control of, respectively, their uncle and 

father.326  

The events described so far illustrate the fact that the fatwa influenced the 

residents of neighbouring countries like Muhammarah despite the fact that the fatwa 

had been refused by the ruler of Muhammarah, Shiekh Khaʻzal b. Jābir. This was 
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because the majority of Muhammarah’s population was from the Shiite sect. 

Therefore, the majority of the residents of Muhammarah responded to the fatwa and 

went out to participate in the jihad movement.  

In addition, the fatwa of jihad influenced the population of Kuwait despite the 

fact that Kuwait's ruler, Sheikh Mubārak, refused the request of the Shiite scholars 

to participate in jihad. We may also recall that the majority of Kuwait’s populations 

are from the Sunni sect. This was illustrated when Sheikh Mubārak Al-Ṣabāh sent 

support to Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir to suppress the revolution of the tribes.327 The 

Kuwaitis declined to obey the orders of Sheikh Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ as a result of the 

impact of the call of jihad and the calls of Sheikh Ḥāfiẓ Wahba and Sheikh 

Muḥammad Shanqīṭī. 328  However, both Sheikhs, Sheikh Ḥāfiẓ Wahba and 

Muḥammad Shanqīṭī considered that the obedience of Sheikh Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ 

was against Islam because he was supporting the ruler of the al-Muhmmarah area, 

Sheikh Khaʻzal b. Jābir, against Muslim tribes in the area. These tribes were 

intending to fight the British, who were occupying the lands of Islam.329 As a result, 

a group of Kuwaitis (including Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shanqīṭī) left Kuwait and 

joined the mujahedeen in the al-Shiʻiba area, joining with them in fighting the 

British.330 Thus, the fatwa of jihad succeeded in penetrating the border and influenced 

the inhabitants of neighbouring countries and succeeded in creating the common 

denominator needed to fight against a common enemy. 

General Barrett sent a force under the leadership of General Robinson to 

Ahwaz to attack the Turkish forces and the mujahedeen who were in the campsite 

(al-Ghadīr). The latter were under the leadership of Tawfīq Bey al-Khāldī.331 The 
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British reached a site four miles from the campsite, where they fired their guns on 

the Turkish forces and the mujahedeen. General Robinson was surprised by the 

crowds of clans who assaulted him; fierce fighting resulted in heavy losses on both 

sides.332 As a result, the British withdrew from the battle but the Turks committed a 

grave mistake that helped the British troops to withdraw from the battle with minimal 

losses. Unfortunately, the Turks accidentally threw bombs at the tribes who were 

fighting with them; this is an early example of friendly fire in a combat zone.333 

The leader Muḥammad Fāḍil Pāshā al-Dāghistānī arrived at the campsite in 

late March 1915 and assumed command of the Turkish forces in place of the military 

commander Tawfīq Bey al-Khāldī; Muḥammad Fāḍil Pāshā al-Dāghistānī’s mission 

was to attack the al-Ahwaz area and the oil pipelines.334 He attacked the al-Ahwaz 

area twice, on 11 April 1915 and 12 April 1915, but his attempts failed because of 

widespread chaos amongst the Iraqi tribes who were with him.335  Some people 

attribute that chaos and discontent to mismanagement by the former commander, 

Tawfīq Bey al-Khāldī. He had received large sums of money from the supreme 

command, which was supposed to be distributed amongst the tribes. Despite the fact 

that Sheikh Mahdī al-Khālisī had warned against distributing the money to tribes, 

Tawfīq Bey al-Khāldī insisted on distributing it in this way and assigned Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Yazdī to complete the task. When Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī started 

to distribute the money amongst the tribes, disputes began between the heads of the 

tribes as they started to calculate their shares and found that they were being short-

changed compared to the heads of other clans. The members of the clans also 

complained and accused their superiors of taking the money for themselves.336 After 

the completion of the withdrawal, the mujahedeen returned to their areas due to the 

lack of a new plan by the Turkish authorities to confront the British forces. Thus, the 

first phase of the jihad ended. 

During their fight against the British, the mujahedeen were accused by the 

leaders of the Turks and others of having not participated in the process of jihad 

because of the religious opinions of clerics or the need to fight in the defence of their 

                                                        
332 Ibid., pp.118-119. 
333 Moberly, F.J, Vol. 1, p.185. 
334 Al-Hāshmī, Ṭāha, Vol. 1, p.119. 
335 Al-Wardī, ʻAli, Lamḥāt ʼIjtimāʻiyā Min Tārīkh al-ʻIraq al- Ḥadīth (The Glimpses Social From 

The Modern History Of Iraq), (Beirut, 2005), Vol. 4, p.180. 
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homeland, but rather order to obtain booty gained during their battles against the 

British. Since most of the mujahedeen come from the Iraqi tribes who were Bedouins 

who were used to taking such spoils, such behaviour was part of the habits that were 

inherited from Bedouins generation after generation. It is also linked to courage and 

is within the culture of the Bedouin community; it is not considered to be a sin. The 

accusation that the mujahedeen participated in the process of fighting the British only 

to take the spoils is, however, inaccurate. When the mujahedeen participated in the 

jihad, they knew the large military differences between themselves and the British 

forces. In addition, the Ottoman Empire treated a lot of Iraqi tribes with injustice and 

repression before the British forces occupied Iraq in 1914. The Ottoman Empire had 

put many Iraqi tribal leaders in prisons for many years because of personal 

differences in some cases or due to misconduct or accusations of criminal acts 

without trials. When the clerics issued fatwas of jihad, however, we find that the first 

who answered the call of jihad were Iraqi tribes oppressed by the Ottoman 

government; this confirms that there was a deep desire within these tribes to resist 

and expel the coloniser occupying their country. They abandoned their disputes and 

differences with the Ottoman Empire and went to fight under its leadership. 

Some of the mujahedeen and some of those fleeing military service started a 

disobedience movement against the Ottoman government after they returned to their 

towns. They hoped that their actions would bring autonomy to their cities. There are 

many factors that contributed to the emergence of the disobedience movement. First, 

the Ottoman forces suffered many defeats by the British forces, and these defeats 

gave an impression to the mujahedeen that the Ottoman forces were powerless and 

would not be able to suppress any revolt. Secondly, it was a result of the emergence 

of signs of nation building, where the people sought self-government for their cities; 

a desire that was in keeping with the aforementioned Fourteen Points of President 

Wilson. Then, because the Ottomans were busy fighting the British, it followed that 

they would not be able to divert troops to deal with an internal disobedience 

movement. The first signs of the disobedience movement emerged in Najaf, 337 

                                                        
337 The disobedience movement in Najaf began on 22 May 1915 when a group of residents of the 

city and some who had fled military service attacked government centres, leading to a battle 

between the two sides. As a result, the Turkish soldiers surrendered. The Ottomans sent a 

delegation to the holy city of Najaf to negotiate with its people to solve the problem by peaceful 

means. The delegation held a conference and the members of the delegation spoke about the 

Ottoman Empire and its role in facing the infidels and that there was a religious duty on all 

Muslims to cooperate with it. The people of Najaf responded that they did not want to start the 
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Karbala,338 Hillah,339 Simmwa,340 and in other regions of the Middle Euphrates. The 

disobedience movement had a negative impact on administrative, military and 

economic aspects of the Ottoman Empire. In terms of the administrative aspect, the 

Ottoman authorities lost control of these cities. In addition, it was possible that the 

people who inhabited these cities would collaborate with the British forces, which 

would have been harmful to the Ottoman Empire. In economic terms, the Middle 

Euphrates region was one of the richest areas of Iraq regarding agricultural 

production. The Ottoman authorities used the agricultural products from this area to 

supply the military forces in various parts of Iraq. Consequently, if the local 

governments took control of these areas, they would deprive the Ottoman authorities 

of the products needed for their frontline troops. From a military point of view, the 

Ottoman Empire was at war with Britain and this was the priority for all of its troops. 

As a result, it was better to keep all the troops fighting against the British instead of 

sending them to end the revolt. The Ottoman authorities sent the commander ʻĀkef 

Bey and a group of soldiers to subdue the rebellion movement in Hillah, but they 

acted wisely in some cities by using peaceful means to stop the rebellion. They sent 

delegations to resolve the problem of the revolt in the cities of Najaf and Karbala 
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the disobedience was that one of the members of the Turkish forces stationed in al-Hillah chased 
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exchange of fire between the people of Hillah and the Turkish soldiers. An agreement was 

reached between both parties through the mediation of Sayid Muḥammad'Ali Kamūna al-
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instead of sending military forces, which succeeded in countering the disobedience 

movement. 

 3.4. The Second Jihad Movement (1915–1916) 

The Ottoman Empire decided to call for jihad again against the British by 

provoking religious fervour especially amongst the Shiites in the middle Euphrates 

region through a call for jihad under the banner of the Ḥaydarī Flag.341 They invited 

the Shiite clerics and clans especially in the Middle Euphrates to become involved in 

the jihad movement through raising this flag because they knew the status of ʻAli b. 

’Abī Ṭālib amongst those who belonged to the Shiite sect. To make a reality of this 

the Ottoman Empire sent a delegation of influential personalities to Najaf to bring 

the Ḥaydarī flag from the shrine of ʻAli b. ’Abī Ṭālib.342 The delegation succeeded 

in engaging the Shiites in jihad and the Ḥaydarī Flag was taken by the clerics on a 

guided tour of Najaf to provoke religious fervour amongst the residents of Najaf.343 

Afterwards, they headed to Kufa with a group of Shiite scholars,344 along with a 

group of Arab and the Iranian students of the religious sciences.345 Whilst in Kufa, 

Sheikh Nuʻmān al-’Aʻẓamī (Sunni) and Sayid Muḥammad Ḥassan al-Kalīdār (Shiʻa) 

gave a speech to the crowds and incited them to participate in the second jihad 

movement against the British. 346  Thus, the Ottoman authorities succeeded in 

involving the Shiites in the second jihad movement through provoking religious 

fervour amongst them.347 During the second jihad movement, the fatwa of jihad 

moved from rural areas to the cities. 
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345 Muthakarāt Muḥammad Riḍā al-Shibībī (Memoranda of Muḥammad Riḍā al-Shibībī), (Beirut, 

2011), Edited and collected by Kāmil Al-Jbūrī, pp.124-125. 
346 Ibid., p.125. 
347 A group of people from Najaf and a group of fellows from the clan of Banī Ḥassan came to 

Kufa to join the jihad. In addition, Sayid Muḥammad, the son of Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, 

arrived in Kufa to join the jihad on behalf of his father. Moreover, the mujahedeen left Kufa and 
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During the second jihad movement, the Shiite and Sunni clerics along with 

some military leaders of the Ottoman Empire sought to develop an alliance between 

various sects in Iraq society in order to confront the British force. Sheikh Nu‘mān al-

’Aʻẓamī, a Sunni scholar, gave an enthusiastic speech to the mujahedeen to face the 

British,348 whilst other Shiite clerics delivered speeches to the mujahedeen to incite 

them to jihad.349 Furthermore, scholars and fighters from al-Kadhimain were invited 

by scholars to visit al-’Aʻẓamiya. They entered the Mosque of Imam Abū Ḥanīfa, 

and Sheikh Muḥammad Jawād al-Jawāḥirī recited a prayer. Having done so, Sheikh 

Nuʻmān al-’Aʻẓamī gave a speech calling for the union of the world of Islamic sects, 

namely Sunnis and Shiites, and implored them to stand united against the British.350 

This speech came in reaction to the meeting of the notables of Baghdad, where the 

attendees had agreed to support the British, except for ʻAbdu al-Raḥmān al-Qīlānī, 

who refused to discontinue his support for the Turkish.351 

It can be inferred that the Shiite and Sunni clerics relied on delivering on 

religious speeches to unify the sects in Iraq in order to form an alliance to confront 

the British. These actions also showed the first signs of nation building to face 

challenges and changes. 

The Ottoman authorities foiled this matter, however, after they had backed 

away from furthering the second jihad movement. There was a feeling that there was 

no need for further fights after the glorious victories that had been achieved by 

Turkish forces at the Battle of Salmān Pāk and the withdrawal of the British to the 

area of al-Kut. At that point, it was decided to dispense with the mujahedeen in a 

diplomatic way after seeing that there was no need for them; it was felt that the Turks 
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alone were able to defeat the British troops. As a result of this, a lot of mujahedeen 

withdrew and returned to their cities. Thus, the second jihad movement ended.352 

The withdrawal of the mujahedeen from the fighting did, however, have a 

negative impact on the Ottomans’ military situation. It would have been possible for 

the Turks to benefit from them in different locations during their confrontations with 

the British, especially in Baghdad, which was an important and strategic location. 

The fall of Baghdad would significantly have affected the Turkish forces. The course 

of events was also not in favour of the Ottoman Empire. The Empire needed to fight 

back against the British; it needed every fighter to help to slow down the advance of 

the British who were coming to occupy Baghdad. With hindsight, it can be seen that 

it would have been better for the Ottoman authorities not to dispense with the 

mujahedeen despite the huge amount of money that their services cost. As a result of 

such mistakes, the British occupied Baghdad and other Iraqi cities. 

The participation of the Iraqi people in the second jihad movement was not 

like the first jihad movement for several reasons. First, the Ottoman Empire was 

weaker and unable to face British troops alone, and this was clear during the first 

jihad movement. Secondly, the ill treatment by the Ottoman Empire of the leaders 

and members of clans before the war and during the first jihad movement was 

reflected negatively during the second jihad. Thirdly, the British forces occupied 

                                                        
352 Al-Najār, Jamīl, pp.86-87. (The news arrived in mid-January 1916 about the incursion of the 
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many areas in Iraq. Fourthly, the British forces succeeded in obtaining the support of 

many tribal leaders by giving them money or positions. Finally, the battles between 

the British and Ottoman forces affected trade movements inside Iraq, and this had 

negative consequences for the population.  

3.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has provided clear evidence of the role of Shiite clerics in forming 

a common denominator amongst the sects in Iraq, which led to the emergence of an 

alliance that confronted the British. Their actions also showed the first signs of nation 

building to face the challenges and changes.  

Since the early days of the British occupation of Iraq, the Ottoman Empire had 

sought to involve the Shiites in their fight against the British. The Ottoman Empire 

had realised their inability to involve the Shiites due to their strained relationship 

over a long period of time. Therefore, the Ottomans adopted a policy of highlighting 

the existence of common elements between the two parties, especially in terms of 

religion (Islam), in order to persuade the Shiites to fight the British. The Ottoman 

Empire sent several delegations to the Shiite clergy in Najaf to persuade them to issue 

religious fatwas to fight the British in order to defend Islam. In this, the Ottoman 

Empire was successful and a group of Shiite scholars issued fatwas of jihad in order 

to defend Islam. A series of rallying religious speeches was also given and supportive 

messages were sent to tribal leaders and some of them sent their sons to jihad. Thus, 

a common denominator was formed between the Ottoman Empire and the Shiite 

religious institution in the city of Najaf and other holy cities to confront a common 

enemy. 

The Shiite clerics in the holy cities succeeded through fatwas and other 

methods in organizing resistance against the British. In so doing they also involved 

the tribes of the Middle Euphrates, residents of Baghdad, Kurds, and other ethnic 

groups, as well uniting the different sects and races in the regions of Iraq to jihad. 

This led to the creation of an alliance to confront the British and this alliance 

contributed to the appearance of the signs of nation building. 

In this way, the first and second jihad movements began. During these 

movements, a common denominator was formed, which played a role in creating an 

alliance through the uniting of the different sects, races and social groups in Iraq, and 
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in some neighbouring countries such as Kuwait and Muhammarah, in order to 

confront a common enemy: the British occupation. This alliance contributed to the 

emergence of signs of nation building. The common denominator was not only 

formed through shared ideological solidarity, it also involved the delineation of a 

common enemy 

During the first jihad movement (1914–1915), the various sects, races, and 

social groups in Iraq fought along with Ottoman forces many battles against the 

British. During these battles, the Ottoman authorities made many mistakes that 

contributed to the failure of the jihad movement; for instance, the leaders of the Turks 

accused some of mujahedeen who participated in jihad movement of only doing so 

in order to obtain booty. Moreover, the Turkish leaders badly mistreated some of the 

leaders of Iraqi tribes. As a result, many of mujahedeen returned to their towns and 

the first jihad movement ended. 

Later, the second jihad movement was declared (1915–1916). During the 

second jihad movement, the Ottoman Empire relied on provoking religious fervour 

amongst the Shiite to involve them in jihad. As a result, many of the scholars, clerics, 

leaders, and members of the clans in the Middle Euphrates region accepted the call 

of jihad and decided to confront the British and they came out from their towns to 

support the Turkish forces. However, the Turks found that they no longer needed 

them after the victory that they had achieved in the Battle of Salmān Pāk. The 

government therefore dispensed with the clerics, scholars, leaders, associated 

clansmen and others, and the mujahedeen returned to their towns. Thus, the Ottoman 

policy caused the failure of the first and second jihad movement and ended the 

alliance. It can be concluded that the withdrawal of the mujahedeen had an impact 

on the Ottoman Empire and contributed to the fall of Baghdad and others cities to the 

British. 
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Chapter Four 

The Revolution in the Holy City of Najaf in 1918 

  

 After the success of the British occupation of Baghdad on 11 March 1917 and 

the withdrawal of Ottoman forces, the British initiated several political and military 

measures in the Middle Euphrates region. However, residents of the Middle 

Euphrates did not accept these measures. At the same time, news reached some of 

the Shiite clerics and the intellectuals in the holy cities about the intention of the 

British to rule Iraq after the leaking of secret treaties among allies, including the 

Sykes-Picot Agreement. This had a significant impact on the Arab world, including 

the people of Najaf. As a result of these events, a group of Shiite clerics in Najaf 

decided to establish political parties and associations to lead on political issues in 

Iraq. They also sought to move away from the established central authority towards 

decentralized authority. As part of this wider movement, a group of Shiite clerics 

established a political association in Najaf in late 1917 and early 1918; this was called 

the League of the Islamic Awakening (Jimʻyat al-Nahḍa al-’Islamiya). Its intention 

was to lead resistance against the British authorities. With the establishment of the 

League, the second stage of Shiite resistance began against the British. During this 

period, the association worked on cooperating with the majority of the sects and races 

in Iraq and sought to attract them to work collectively through relying on the 

existence of common elements amongst them, such as religion, language, ethnicity, 

anti-colonisation sentiment and others. This led to the formation of the signs of 

identity that contributed to nation building in order to resist the British authorities. 

This chapter focuses on the second stage of the Shite resistance against the 

British, which was the Najaf revolution of 1918. In so doing so, this chapter considers 

the reasons that led to the change and development of Shiite political ideology. 

Thereafter, it analyses the role of the League of Islamic Awakening (Jimʻyat al-

Nahḍa al-’Islamiya) in creating organized resistance and what role this played in 

forming an identity which contributed to nation building in order to face the British 

forces. 
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4.1. Background to Najaf   

Najaf is a significant city in Iraq for political and religious reasons. For 

centuries, the Shiite scholars in Najaf were keen to confirm their political 

independence and refused to succumb to the central authority in Baghdad.353  In 

political terms, Najaf is important because it was the headquarters of a chief of the 

Shiite religious authority. He exercised his religious and political authority over 

Shiites not only in Iraq but all over the world. It is noteworthy that all the countries 

that have been able to seize Iraq throughout history have avoided taking any action 

that could have negatively affected the status of the scholars in Najaf.354 

In addition, the city of Najaf has a religious and sacred status.355 Najaf is 

compared to al-’Azhar in Cairo and al-Zaytuna in Tunisia, but al-’Azhar and al-

Zaytuna are two centres for the study of religious sciences of the Sunni doctrine, 

whereas Najaf is a religious and educational centre for the Shiite doctrine. Najaf is 

one of the holy cities of the Islamic world. It therefore ranks alongside Mecca, 

Medina, and Jerusalem. If any serious problem originates in the Shiite world, not just 

in Najaf, everyone looks to the holy city of Najaf and waits for the fatwa of the chief 

of Shiite religious authority, who is the vice Imam of the twelve Imams of the Shiites 

during the time of absenteeism.356 

The population of Najaf was about 35,000 in 1908,357 and was divided into 

three categories. The first category was the Iraqis, who numbered about 20,000, and 

included al-Zuqurt and al-Shumurt, mostly traders and some professionals, and 3,000 

clerics. This category had dominance, power and social influence in Najaf.358 Al-

Zuqurt and al-Shumurt were two military militias that emerged in Najaf in 1813 

alongside the religious leadership and controlled over the four quarters of Najaf, 

which are al-Mishraq- al-Buraq- al-Huwish and al-Amara. They were joined by a 

large number of the people who resided within Najaf city. During the period of this 

study, ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal headed the quarter of al-ʻAmara, while Sayid Maḥdī al-
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354 Ibid., pp.47-48. 
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Sayid Salmān controlled the quarter of al-Huwiesh, Kāẓim Ṣabī headed the quarter 

of al-Buraq, and al-Ḥāj Saʻad al-Ḥāj Rāḍī headed the quarter of al-Mishraq.359  

The second category was immigrants from Persia and India and other countries. 

They were a minority within the Najafi community, and their number in 1908 was 

about 7,000. 360  They had integrated themselves completely within the Najafi 

community; some even became Iraqi citizens and enjoyed all Iraqi citizen’s rights.361 

The third and final category in the Najafi community was clerics; they were divided 

into Iraqi and immigrant clerics. The number of immigrants was estimated to be 

about 5,000 while the Iraqis numbered nearly 3,000.362 They migrated from various 

parts of the world and settled in Najaf to seek knowledge.363 A number of them 

continued to live in Najaf after the end of their studies, and some played a significant 

role in the development of the history of Najaf city with regard to its religious, 

political and social aspects. Thus, in the holy city of Najaf there were two leaderships. 

The first was the religious leadership, represented by the clerics, which was led by 

the highest religious authority. The second was the military militias, represented by 

al-Zuqurt and al-Shumurt. Both sets of leadership played important roles in the 

events of the Najaf revolution.364 
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4.2. The impact of British policy in the Middle Euphrates region after the fall 

of Baghdad  

The British gained control over Baghdad on 11 March 1917, 365  after the 

withdrawal of Turkish forces.366 Afterwards, the British initiated a series of political 

and military measures in the Middle Euphrates region. It is important to mention that 

the British authorities did not have experience in dealing with the residents of the 

Middle Euphrates region, and this resulted in the creation of disputes and clashes 

between the British forces and the mostly native population. Such problems 

contributed to the creation of resistance against the British in Najaf. 

The British authorities distributed a proclamation drafted by Sir Mark Sykes,367 

and in the name of General Maude on 19 March 1917 in Iraq.368 General Maude, saw 

it as unnecessary and held that the policy would create confusion in the minds of the 

Arabs as to the future intentions of Great Britain. He also felt that it would unduly 

arouse their hopes and ambitions at a time when the authority of the British army 

must remain supreme and be unquestioned in the Occupied Territories.369 Despite the 

concerns of General Maude, Sir Percy Cox stuck to the content of the proclamation. 

As a result, a dispute emerged between General Maude and Sir Percy Cox. 

Eventually, the crisis ended with the granting to Sir Percy Cox of the powers that he 

requested after his disagreement with General Maude. 370  As a result of the 

proclamation of the British policies announced, the Iraqi people were divided into 

two factions. The first supported the Turks and tried to organize the Iraqis to defend 

Baghdad. The second faction called for the establishment of an Arab state and sought 

to unite the Arabs in order to face the British forces that had occupied the territories 
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of Iraq. 371  Thus, the first signs of organised resistance against the British that 

emerged in the middle Euphrates region can be evaluated as having been due to the 

nature of British policies in Iraq. 

The British authorities appointed political rulers and conducted several 

administrative reforms in various areas of Iraq. However, these were rejected by lots 

of the residents of Iraq and especially those who lived in the Middle Euphrates region. 

The British authorities appointed Captain Balfour as a political governor for the al-

Shamiyah province, which also included the areas of Najaf, Kufa, Shamiyah, Abu 

Suakhair, Hor-ad-Dukhn, al-Mishkhab and Ghammas.372  In addition, the British 

appointed Ḥamīd Khān, a political aide to the governor in Najaf. Further, the British 

appointed Sarkīs, a young Christian, as its representative in Kufa.373 Maḥmūd al-

Ṭabaqgalī was appointed as a representative of Abu Sukhair. 374  These political 

appointments were not acceptable to several residents of these areas because these 

cities had been self-governing since the Turkish had abandoned them in 1916 – one 

year earlier.375 In addition, most of the people of Najaf did not feel comfortable with 

the appointment of Ḥamīd Khān as their governor in spite of their links to his family. 

This was because they felt he was dominated by the influence of the British.376 

Furthermore, the British formed a local police or military force of the Iraqi people, 

which was called "al-Shubana", but many of the people called that group the 
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"infidels" because of their cooperation with the British. As a result, the group became 

social outcasts in several regions of Iraq.377  

The British authorities also appointed Captain W.M. Marshall as governor in 

Najaf to replace Ḥamīd Khān.378 Marshall arrived in Najaf in early February 1918, 

and took the home of ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal.379 When he first arrived he wanted to 

restructure the police force because they tended to support the leaders of Najaf. As a 

consequence, Marshall resorted to using police personnel from the Shiite community 

who had been with him in the cities of Baghdad and al-Kut. Most of the personnel 

were Kurds from Kermanshah and he recruited others from outside Najaf.380 As well 

as this, he cut off the financial allocations that had previously been given to the 

leaders of Najaf to limit the power and influence of the leaders of Najaf.381 These 

measures led to increased hostility between the leaders of Najaf and the British 

authorities. Furthermore, the British established a system for the collection of 

municipal taxes; this replaced the earlier system which had been more erratic in terms 

of its collection. Through this measure, it can be deduced that the hostility of the 

people increased against the British because they had not been used to paying taxes 

during the period of Ottoman rule. 

The lack of experience of the British authorities in dealing with the residents 

was clear in Najaf when the British occupied these areas. The British sought, through 

their policy, to attract the leaders and elders of these areas by giving them money or 

by appointing them to positions of leadership. ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal, the head of the 

quarter of al-ʻAmara in Najaf, was the first one to be contacted by the British and he 
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was given money and the authority to issue licenses for the transportation of goods 

and food.382 He also tried to strengthen his relationship with the British. When Sir 

Ronald Storrs descended with a number of his assistants on the holy city of Najaf on 

May 19, 1917, great crowds of the people of Najaf came out to greet them on the 

orders of the ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal.383 After a period of time, news was delivered to 

the British that ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal was smuggling prohibited substances such as 

mercury, tin, and other materials to the Turkish.384 The British realized that ʻAṭiya 

Abū al-Qallal was not the man for them, he was not “one of us”, and that he could 

not be relied upon. As a result, they reduced his influence as soon as possible, and 

sought to find a more suitable person who could be trusted with the management of 

their interests in the holy city of Najaf. 385 

The lack of experience of the British authorities in dealing with the residents 

became even more obvious in late October 1917, when one of the leaders of the 

ʻAniza tribe arrived in Najaf with a caravan and a letter from Colonel Gerard Evelyn 

Leachman. The latter asked for the governor of Najaf, Ḥamīd Khān, to help him 

provide the tribe of ʻAniza with of grain.386 However, Najaf was suffering from a 

lack of food at that time due to the constraints imposed on trade due to the war 

between the British and Turkish. Najaf depended on imports of grain and other 

foodstuffs from its neighbouring areas,387 and the grain and food prices were very 

high.388 News spread in Najaf that one of the leaders of the ʻAniza tribe, who was 

loyal to the British had attempted to buy grain and had found that its price had risen 
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385 Ḥbīban, Ḥamīd, pp.47-48. 
386 Rush, Alan, Record of Iraq 1914-1966 “Affairs in Najaf ”, (Cambridge: Archive Edition, 2001), 

Vol. 1, p.604. 
387 C.O. 691/1 “Administration Reports of Shamiyah and Najaf 1918, p.69”. 
388 Iraqi National Library and Archive, 945, No.2 “Najaf - Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-

ʼAṣfahānī, 13 February 1918, p.4”.  



 94 

most dramatically. A demonstration erupted in which even women participated.389 A 

group of people attacked the caravan and stole some weapons and property.390  

As a result, Captain Balfour went to Najaf and held a meeting with the heads 

of the city, and asked them to return the stolen items and pay compensation for the 

caravan.391 However, the heads of Najaf did not comply.392 Captain Balfour held 

another meeting in Najaf on 19 October 1917, but only ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal came 

with a group of his armed men and Kāẓim Ṣabī.393 An altercation between the two 

sides occurred during the meeting. 394 As a result, Kāẓim Ṣabī and ʻAṭiya Abū al-

Qallal and his armed followers carried out an attack on the centre of the city and stole 

a few things and set fire to some of the city’s contents.395 Meanwhile, Major H. C. 

Pulley escaped, dashingly, by driving his car to Hillah.396 Captain Balfour made haste 

to the house of Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī.397 Then a group of people of Najaf went 

to Abu Sukhair and carried out attacks on the centre of British government in that 

city.398 Moreover, whilst the clans of Banī Ḥasan in Kufa attacked the centre of the 

British government there, the officer in charge of the centre gave the attackers from 

the Banī Ḥasan clans 1,000 Lira, thereby preventing them from stealing or damaging 

the building and its contents.399 Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī summoned the four 

heads of Najaf to settle the dispute between them and Captain Balfour. He succeeded 

in solving the problem.400 From such events it can be noted that the British authorities 

did not know how to deal with the residents of Najaf and this led the British 
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administration to lose the support of many influential personalities in the Middle 

Euphrates region; this further helped to create opposition to the British policy in Iraq. 

In terms of military measures, the British felt it necessary to establish military 

garrisons in locations in the Middle Euphrates region to secure their political 

administration.401 One of the military garrisons stationed in the area of ’Umm al-

Tibin came near to the neighborhood of al-Amara in Najaf on 12 December 1917.402 

When ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal learned about this, he thought that the garrison wanted to 

arrest him, so he asked his friends for help and shots were fired at the garrison. As a 

result one soldier was killed and another was wounded.403 The garrison came back to 

its camp in ’Umm al-Tibin without responding to the shooting and, after a few hours, 

a British aircraft flew over Najaf.404 As a result, some folks went up on the high roofs 

of their houses and opened fire on the British plane.405 At the same time, other 

gunmen attacked the centre of the British government, and Ḥamīd Khān, a political 

aide to the British governor, fled with his staff to Kufa.406  

As a result of this incident, Captain Balfour imposed a fine of 50,000 rupees 

on the people of Najaf,407 and ordered the extradition of ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal and 

Karīm, the son of al-Ḥāj Saʻad al-Ḥāj Rāḍī, to the British.408 However, ʻAṭiya Abū 

al-Qallal along with a group of his followers escaped from Najaf.409 After a period 

of time the family of ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal travelled to ʻAṭiya Abū al-Qallal in the 

desert because of the British threat.410 As a result, the hostility of the people in Middle 

Euphrates region, especially in Najaf, increased against the British because of the 

exiled ʻAṭiya and his family outside of Najaf, and the fine which the British had 

imposed on the residents of Najaf.411 
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Concurrently, some news reached the group of Shiite clerics and the 

intellectuals in the holy cities and in Baghdad about the future intentions of the 

British government with regards to the rule and administration of Iraq.412 

 At the same time as the telegraph arrived, globally, the Bolsheviks seized 

power in Russia after the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, and there some secret 

treaties were leaked amongst allies. The leaks included the Sykes-Picot agreement, 

which was a plan between Britain and France to divide the Arab territories. The 

leaking of this plan had a significant impact on the Iraqis and Arabs.413 When the 

news reached the Iraqis, many meetings were held and Najaf was centre of most of 

these meetings due to the presence of the supreme religious authority for Shiites in 

Iraq, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī.414 Najaf was also not under the authority of the 

British during the war years as it had been a self-governing city since the rebellion 

against the Turkish in 1915. As a result of all these events, the League of the Islamic 

Awakening was formed by a group of Shiite clerics (Second class) in Najaf to resist 

the British administration. Here, therefore, began the second stage of Shiite resistance 

against the British. 

4.3. The League of the Islamic Awakening and the Assassination of Captain 

Marshall 

As a result of the failure of the first and second jihad movements (1914-1917) 

to successfully face the British troops,415 a group of Shiite clerics in Najaf realised 

that the time to adopt Shiite political ideology had finally come. The process of 

changing and developing Shiite political ideology happened by creating approaches 
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and thoughts that were different to those found in previous periods. It also happened 

through the establishment of political parties and associations which were required 

to lead on political issues as well as lead the resistance against the British authorities. 

As well as this, a group of Shiite clerics deduced that Shiite political ideology needed 

to move away from central authority, which was represented by the chief of a Shiite 

religious authority, towards decentralised authority. This was because they believed 

that it would help to create organized resistance. This played a critical role in the 

formation of identity that contributed to nation building.  

The signs of change in Shiite political ideology emerged in late 1917 and early 

1918, when a secret society was founded in Najaf. This was called Jimʻyat al-Nahḍa 

al-’Islamiya (The League of the Islamic Awakening); its members included Shiite 

clerics, influential personalities in Najaf, and many young men from Najaf.416 It was 

led by Shiite clerics (second class).417 Anti-colonisation sentiment dominated the 

thinking of the League founders, especially Muḥammad Baḥar al-ʻUlūm, 

Muḥammad Jawād al-Jazā’irī, al-Mīrzā ʻAbbās ’Asad al-Khalīlī and Shiekh 

Muḥammad ̒ Ali al-Dimashqī. They sought to fight the British authorities to get them 

out of Iraq. 418  In addition, they supported the ideas that called the people to 

participate in the administration of the state because they were supporters of the 

constitutional movement in Iran in 1908-1909. They also called for decentralization 

during the rule of the Ottoman Empire over Iraq.419 Indeed, appointing Muḥammad 

Baḥar al-ʻUlūm as head of the League due to the status of his family in Najaf and his 

ideas, contributed significantly towards achieving their goals. 420  Thus, it can be 

deduced that the founders of the League sought to establish a nation.  

Further, the founders of the League sought to attract all Muslims in Iraq to work 

collectively. They sought to do this by relying on common elements, especially Islam 
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Rāḍī, as members). 
418 Al-Khalīlī, Jaʻfar, Vol. 4, p.91. 
419 Ibid., Vol. 1, p.371. 
420 Ibid., Vol. 4, p.91. 



 98 

to achieve common goals, and this matter was obvious through the name of the 

League.421 Moreover, it can be concluded that the founders of the League realised 

that the restriction of political work to one sect, such as the Shiite sect in previous 

periods, did not create an identity that would contribute to the building of a nation. 

Accordingly, they adopted an approach of teamwork between all the sects. 

In addition, the establishment of the League in a city such as Najaf contributed 

to the emergence of the features of identity due to the good levels of educational 

found there compared to other areas (and especially the Middle Euphrates region). 

Najaf had lots of religious schools and many students studied there. This allowed 

these political ideas to be readily accepted by lots of people in Najaf and especially 

those who belonged to the class of intellectuals.422 Furthermore, the formation of the 

League in Najaf played a significant role in helping to ensure that the ideas of the 

association spread to nearby cities, such as Karbala, and Baghdad amongst others. 

This was achieved due to the geographical location of Najaf, which is close to 

important cities, as well as through meetings, publications and others methods. The 

founders of the League also sought to rely on cities instead of the countryside in 

organizing resistance, unlike in previous periods where a chief of Shiite religious 

authority relied on the clans as armed forces.423 The tribal system did not participate 

in creating an identity because tribal society was a closed society. It was similar to 

the feudal system, where the head of the tribe had power, and the tribal members 

followed him.424 

The political organisations need proper planning and an intellectual approach 

which would help the members of any given society to achieve their goals. It also 

needed to formulate the central tenets of its message that would contribute to 

attracting people to join the association. The workings of the League were 

characterised by accuracy and the accommodation of people of all political positions. 

The central tenets of the League included twenty-one articles.425 The first article 

confirmed unity among Muslims: Muslims should link with each other under the title 

of the Islamic League to come together and collaborate in order for Islam to act as a 
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single force in the face of adversity and hardship.426 The second article emphasised 

the need to work together in order to apply Islamic concepts through the Islamic 

community and the application of Islamic law.427 The third article advanced absolute 

support for the independence of Islamic governments in general in the Arab and 

Islamic world, and in Iraq in particular. The League was so deeply interested in full 

independence that it expressed its readiness to support organisations in other Arab 

countries who sought independence with physical and moral support.428 The seventh 

article in the document stated that the supreme authority headed the association for 

Muslims. 429  The eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth articles were dedicated to the 

administrative and partisan systems of subsidiary bodies.430  

It was clear through the first article that the League sought to create an identity 

that would participate to building a nation through collective action and exploit 

common elements such as language, religious, customs and traditions in Iraq in order 

to secure that goal. In addition, it was obvious that the League was seeking to unify 

the Sunni and Shiite sects under the banner of Islam in order to achieve independence, 

which is considered to be the main pillar of nation building in Iraq.431 The League 

also sought to rely on anti-colonial sentiment, which was prevalent amongst the 

majority of residents of Arab and Muslim countries. This was done in order to create 

and organize resistance against colonial powers, including Britain. 

Although the League was characterised by religious character, it was clear 

through the third principle of the League that the founders of the League were 

affected indirectly by the ideas of nationalism, especially the ideas of the Covenant 

Party (Al-‘Ahd Party) due to the geographical location of the city of Najaf.432 The 

city of Najaf was not far from the headquarters of the Covenant Party in Damascus. 
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430 Shubar, Ḥasan, Al-‘Amal Al-Ḥzbī Fī Al-‘Iraq 1908-1958 (Partisan Action in Iraq 1908-1958), 

(Qum, 2010), p.48. 
431 Kamāl al-Dīn, Muḥammad, Thawrat al-ʻIshrīn Fī Thikrāhā al-Kamsīn; Malʻ ūmāt Wa 
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It is also very close to the branches of the ditto in Baghdad and Mosul.433 Therefore, 

these ideas could spread amongst the cities through publications, newspapers, and 

other methods. Some of the terminology mentioned in the third article, such as anti-

colonisation, territorial and ethnic (Arab), were considered to be nationalistic 

terminology and theories which were used by nationalists for nation building.434 

After the first stage of the Shiite resistance against the British occupation,435 

the religious leaders of the League realised that political action would not achieve the 

desired results because it had relied on passion and spontaneity. What was needed 

was an ability to convince the people of the principles and ideas of the League and 

an exploiting of anti-colonial sentiment amongst residents. Therefore, the members 

of the League worked to spread their ideas in different areas in Iraq. The activity of 

the League encouraged people to join,436 and the most active member was ʻAbbās al-

Khalīlī.437 The news of the activities of ʻAbbās al-Khalīlī reached Ḥamīd Khān, the 

political aide to the governor of Shamiyah and Najaf. Therefore, Ḥamīd Khān sent a 

letter to al-Mīrzā Asad's father, ʻAbbās al-Khalīlī. The former asked the latter to 

prevent his son, al-Mīrzā ʻAbbās, from undertaking his activities because they were 

not acceptable to the British. However, ʻAbbās al-Khalīlī did not succumb to the 

words of Ḥamīd Khān, and instead accused him of betrayal and of possessing loyalty 

to the British.438 

As a result of the invitation of ʻAbbās al-Khalīlī and other members, most of 

the heads of Najaf except Sayid Maḥdī al-Sayid Salmān joined the League. 439 The 

League was also joined by Najim al-Baqāl and some tribal leaders in the Middle 

Euphrates region,440 along with other residents of Najaf and people who resided in 
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439 Al-Ḥasanī, ʻAbdu Al-Razāq, Thawrat Al-Najaf Baʻda Maqtal Al-Kābtin Marshall (Revolution 

of Najaf After The Killing Of Captain Marshall), (Baghdad, 1972), p.24. 
440 Including Marzūq al-ʻAwād, chief the Āl ʻAwād clan, Rābiḥ al-ʻAṭiya, chief of al-Ḥmīdāt clan, 
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different areas of Iraq.441 The members of the League faced a challenge in persuading 

some clans to join the League for two reasons. First, some tribes did not discover the 

intention and the desire of Britain in proceeding to rule Iraq because Britain when it 

occupied Baghdad in 1917 gave promises to the Iraqi people that it came to liberate 

them from the Ottoman authorities and not for the occupation of Iraq.442 Secondly, 

the British authorities succeeded in securing the support of some of the leaders and 

elders of areas by giving them money or by appointing them to positions of 

leadership.443  

The members of the League sought to engage the leaders of Najaf in the League 

because the leaders had influence and power in Najaf through their control over the 

four quarters of Najaf. Therefore, they were able to oblige some residents of Najaf to 

join and support the League. This helped the League to co-ordinate resistance against 

the British, achieve its goals, and form an identity. 

In addition, the founders of the League deduced that political action alone 

would not result in the formation of an identity and would not achieve the goals of 

the League. Therefore, the League was divided into two sections: political and 

military. Both sections were overseen by a member of the League. The military 

section comprised several branches; in Kufa, Abu Sukhair, al-Hira and al-

Shamiyah.444 It took part in the dissemination of the ideas of the League amongst 

Iraqi tribes. It did this through the methods available to them such as holding 

meetings, delivering speeches and posting advertisements on walls that condemned 

the policies of the British.445 The military section managed to form a broad base of 

popular support in the Middle Euphrates region within a short period. When the 

number of recruits in the military section increased, the organisational structure of 

the League distributed them into three groups.446  
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The League contacted Turkish forces in the al-Ramadi region in January 

1918,447 and requested their support.448 In addition, ̒ Abbās, the son of Najm al-Baqāl 

informed the Turkish leaderships in Mosul as to the formation of the League and its 

main objective: to rid Iraq of the British. He also stressed the League’s readiness to 

cooperate with the Turkish forces in order to help the latter expel the British. After 

that, ʻAbbās sent a letter through the Bedouins to the leaders of League urging them 

to speed up their revolution against the British in Najaf. This, he believed, would 

diminish the pressure on the Turkish on the battlefield.449 In addition, secret contact 

was made between the League and the head of German intelligence, Captain Persil, 

by ʻAjamī Saʻdūn.450 When the British occupied the area of ʻAna, they arrested the 

retreating German and Turkish officers, and seized all their documents and papers 

that had not been destroyed.451 They found a letter that was translated into German.452 

The documents indicate the role of ‘Ajmī al-Sa‘dūn, who had received one thousand 

five hundred lira from the German officer, Preussen, as a scheme of the revolution. 

The documents also indicated the existence of a committee called the Committee of 

Islamic Revolutionary, its main objective was make Najaf a centre of religious strikes 

between tribes.453 As a result, the British associated the establishment of the League 

with the Germans. They believed that German troops stationed in the region founded 

the League.454  

It can be inferred that the members of the League contacted the Turks for 

support because they knew the military capabilities of the British forces and they 

knew, as a result, that they would not be able to defeat the British without support. 

Furthermore, Britain was a common enemy for the Turks, Germans, and the League. 

Therefore, the League contacted the Germans and the Turks to unite their forces to 

confront a common enemy. During the first stage of the Shiite resistance, the Shiites 

provided support to the Turkish authorities in order to protect the identity of the 
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Ottoman Empire. When the League was founded, however, the Shiites asked for 

support from the Turks. This matter can be explained as an attempt by the founders 

of the League to express their identity. 

Revolution against the British in Najaf became the main objective of the 

League because they believed that through the revolution they would achieve their 

goals. In practical terms, this would obligate the clans and the residents of the nearby 

cities to participate in the revolution against the British authorities. However, 

differences emerged concerning the timing of the revolution.455 Some members, such 

as Sheikh Muḥammad Jawād al-Jazā’irī, believed in the necessity of an urgent 

revolution, especially when the British began to gain an understanding of the activity 

of the League in Najaf.456 Others believed that there was a need for patience and they 

should not start the revolution until they had the support of the various cities of Iraq 

as well as the tribes and clans of the Middle Euphrates. They believed that greater 

support would help them to achieve their goals.457 The members who saw the need 

for an urgent revolution in Najaf and the expulsion of the British started planning the 

revolution. This mission was carried out by a secret military section of the League. 

When information about the organization, its plans, and the existence of a secret 

military section came to the attention of Captain Balfour, he gave orders to monitor 

the activities of the League. He gave orders to foil the plans of the members of the 

League against the British in Najaf and other regions.458 We can conclude that a 

secret military section of the League chose the city of Najaf to start the revolution for 

two reasons. First, the British authorities knew the sacred status of the Najaf amongst 

the Shiite inside and outside Iraq. Therefore, the British authorities would not attack 

the city of Najaf. Secondly, if British forces attacked the Najaf, that action would 

likely lead to the involvement of the tribes near Najaf in the revolution to defend the 

holy city. The British authorities would also be exposed to international pressure to 

stop an attack on Najaf. 
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During a meeting held in Najaf on 18 March 1918, 459  a number of the 

revolutionaries gathered agreed to attack the centre of the British government in 

Najaf the following morning.460 On the morning of 19 March 1918, 27 people carried 

out the attack.461 They killed Captain Marshall and the soldiers who were with him.462 

The attackers withdrew and returned to their homes.463 Thus, the League assassinated 

Captain Marshall; this was the first clash between the Shiites and the British in Iraq.  

As a result of an event that occurred on the same day as the assassination of 

Captain Marshall,464 the members of the League, some leaders of Najaf (al-Zuqurt 

and al-Shumurt),465  and some residents of Najaf,466  united in order to resist the 

British. This diverse group of people formed the leadership of the revolution and 

made plans to confront the British.467 They increased the fortifications around the 

city, dug trenches around it, and collected arms to defend the city.468  Thus, the 

League succeeded in forming the features of identity that contributed to nation 

building in the city of Najaf through unifying all classes and social groups such as 

the leaders of Najaf, clerics and residents well as through exploiting common 

                                                        
459 Al-Ḥasanī, ʻAbdu Al-Razāq, Thawrat Al-Najaf Baʻda Maqtal Al-Kābtin Marshall (Revolution 

of Najaf after the killing of Captain Marshall), (Baghdad, 1972), p.26. 
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elements such as language, religion, ethnicity and others in order to confront the 

British authorities and achieve common goals. 

4.4. The British authorities and the Najaf revolution 

The British saw the Najaf revolution from two points of view. The first was 

that Najaf was sacred to the Shiites in particular and Muslims in general. It followed 

that if the authorities took any military action, it would give the Turks a chance to 

broadcast bad publicity against the British in Islamic and Arab countries. It would 

also contribute to the involvement of the tribes of neighbouring regions in the 

revolution; that would achieve the goal of the League in forming a resistance which 

included various sects and races and social groups. This in turn would also contribute 

to the creation of nation building. Gertrude Bell stated that there was no doubt that 

the tribes were all watching Najaf with interest and that any action taken against the 

holy city would raise considerable resistance against the British. This was the hope 

of the Turks.469 The second viewpoint was that if the British took an attitude of 

tolerance with the people of Najaf, this would encourage the tribes and towns 

adjacent to the city to follow the example set and conduct military operations against 

the British. This was the main objective of the League, it sought to achieve this 

objective through the assassination of Captain Marshall.  

British authorities worked to thwart the scheme of the League by taking several 

measures. First, the British authority sent military supplies from the cities of al-Hillah 

and Baghdad to Najaf; after a short period of time, a large British military force 

gathered around Najaf.470 The British surrounded Najaf on three sides: the east, north 

and south. Najaf was isolated. This made it difficult for any assistance to arrive from 

the cities of Karbala, Kufa and Abu Sakhir. The British also cut off the water supply 

to Najaf.471 The siege around Najaf led to a rise in food prices and this affected the 

daily life of the residents of Najaf, including the rebels.472 The siege prevented the 
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rebels from escaping Najaf.473 It was obvious that the British authorities sought, 

through surrounding of the city of Najaf, to prevent the rebels from obtaining support 

from the cities and clans near to Najaf and from the Turks.  

The members of the League sent letters to the elders of neighbouring areas, but 

the British executed the person who carried these letters. However, the League 

prepared letters and handed them to a person from the Banī ʻĀmir tribe to deliver to 

the tribal leaders of the Middle Euphrates, and he successfully delivered the letters 

to the tribal leaders of the Middle Euphrates. 474  Sayid Muḥsin Abū Ṭabīkh 

mentioned, during the siege of Najaf by the British, that he had received letters from 

the League, and that the British force that was besieging Najaf could not be 

confronted by the tribes due to their superior number and weapons.475 The person 

who was sent by the League to the leaders of the clans of the Middle Euphrates 

arrived in Najaf on 1 April 1918 and told the leaders that the tribes would not be able 

to support the rebels in Najaf because of the military fortifications constructed by the 

British,476 and because of the withdrawal of Turkish forces from many fronts against 

the British.477 This news had a strong influence on the revolutionaries in Najaf; their 

morale was weakened significantly due to the non-participation of the tribes or the 

Turkish forces.478 

Secondly, the British adopted a strategy of divide and conquer, and worked to 

draw some of the leaders of Najaf and the clergy to their side in order to disperse the 

people of Najaf. For example, on 3 April 1918, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī invited 
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the rebel heads to come to his house to discuss the issue of the blockade, which 

affected the city’s people. During the meeting, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī asked 

them to negotiate with the British. Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī sent some people close 

to him to negotiate with the British and asked the latter to put fewer restrictions on 

the rebels. However, those loyal to the British wanted to expel the leaders of the 

revolution, because it was otherwise impossible for them to have influence in Najaf. 

This latter group of people prevented the envoys of Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī from 

going from Najaf to Kufa for a meeting with the British. Instead, they insisted on 

going themselves to Captain Balfour to tell him what had happened at the secret 

meeting. They met Captain Balfour and explained the feeling of the revolutionaries, 

their fear, and their despair. Captain Balfour insisted on his requests being met.479 

Through this policy, the British authorities succeeded in knowing the rebel plans and 

weakened the resolve of the rebels; this contributed to thwarting the revolution. 

Thirdly, while the British authorities sought to arrest the rebels without the use 

of force, they negotiated with a chief of Shiite religious authority, Sayid Muḥammad 

al-Yazdī, to resolve the dispute.480 The Governor General in Iraq sent a letter to Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Yazdī expressing his disapproval of what had happened in Najaf and 

ordering the arrest of those who had caused the problem. He also added that he was 

confident that there would be cooperation from the clergy of Najaf and that he was 

waiting for them to solve the underlying problem. At the same time, Captain Balfour 

sent letters to Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, and to clerics and the heads of the city 

asking them to start negotiations. As a result, the people of Najaf selected a 

delegation to negotiate with the British. The delegation was composed of clerics and 

leaders of Najaf. However, Najim al-Baqāl and his aides opposed the selection of 

Sayid Maḥdī al-Sayid Salmān. This was because they knew of his position against 

the revolution and his support of the British. They asked him to choose al-Ḥāj Saʻad 

al-Ḥāj Rāḍī instead, but the audience of the meeting did not agree. The delegation 
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met with Captain Balfour and asked him to resolve the issue and overcome the 

sanctions for the sake of achieving reconciliation between the two parties.481  

The British authorities did not use force against the rebels because they were 

worried that the use of force would provoke the residents of Iraq and neighbouring 

countries, to rise up against them.482 Thus, they negotiated with a chief of Shiite 

religious authority in Najaf, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, because they knew his 

influence and authority over the Shiites inside and outside Iraq. He could force the 

rebels in Najaf to surrender. Through an analysis of previous events it can be 

concluded that the British authorities did not negotiate with the founders of the 

League of the Islamic Awakening during the Najaf revolution in order to avoid giving 

them political legitimacy.  

Fourthly, the Commander General in Iraq imposed decisions on the rebels and 

residents of Najaf.483 The decisions of the Commander General were as follows; he 

demanded the unconditional delivery of the murderers and those who had assisted 

them. He decided that a fine of 1,000 rifles and 50,000 rupees should be collected by 

the leaders of Najaf from the perpetrators of the murder. He issued an order for the 

delivery of one hundred people from Najaf to the British government as prisoners of 

war; otherwise, the city would remain under siege without any food or water.484 It 

can be concluded from these decisions that the British authorities wanted to put 

pressure on the rebels to surrender. 

As a result of the rebels’ refusal to implement the decisions, the British 

authorities decided to attack Najaf. The British occupied the hill near al-Huwish 

because of its strategic location, on 7 April 1918, under the leadership of General 

Sanders, and they succeeded in occupying the hill. 485  Thereafter, three British 

officers entered Najaf. They went to the house of Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī and 

asked him to talk with Sir Arnold Wilson in Baghdad. He asked him about his safety 
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and Najaf.486 It was obvious that the objective of these actions was to reassure Shiites 

in different cities of Iraq, and in countries around the world, that the British 

authorities knew of, and respected, the status of Najaf.  

After the occupation of the city of Najaf, the British authorities took strict 

measures against the members of the League. Captain Balfour asked those who were 

loyal to British authority in Najaf to arrest the revolutionaries and collect the fines 

that had been imposed on Najaf.487 The British also provided two lists of wanted 

names.488 The first list contained the names of those who would be tried, and the 

second included the names of prisoners of war who had been requested by India. The 

British also promised to give a reward of 500 rupees to anyone who guided them to 

the hideout of the rebels. Based on Captain Belfour’s instructions, two committees 

were formed in each section of Najaf. The first committee was to collect the fines 

imposed on the people of Najaf, and the second committee was a specialized unit 

focused on arresting the wanted. The objective of these committees was to prevent 

the British from colliding with the people in Najaf.489 

In addition, Captain Balfour visited Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī on 28 April  

1918, and gave him a list of the clergy wanted by the British, most notably Sayid 

Muḥammad ʻAli Baḥar al-ʻUlūm and Sheikh Muḥammad Jawād al-Jazā’irī. 490 

Sheikh al-Jazā’irī decided to surrender to the British on 30 April 1918.491 The British 

authorities declared that there would be a reward of 5,000 rupees given to those who 

arrested or provided information as to the whereabouts of al-Mīrzā ‘Abbās al-Khalīlī 

and Shiekh Muḥammad ‘Ali al-Dimashqī.492 However, al-Mīrzā ʻAbbās al-Khalīlī 

escaped from Najaf on 4 May 1918, and managed to travel covertly across the border 
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into Iran. 493  As for Shiekh Muḥammad ʻAli al-Dimashqī, he was isolated and 

introverted and was not known by a lot of people in Najaf. Therefore, the British 

were unable to either find or arrest him.494 As a result, al-Mīrzā ʻAbbās al-Khalīlī 

and Shiekh Muḥammad ʻAli al-Dimashqī, who were the founders of the League and 

had played a primary role in the murder of Captain Marshall, were not arrested. From 

previous events, it can be concluded that the British authorities wanted to eradicate 

the thoughts and ideas of the League because it threatened their interests.  

Nevertheless, the British authorities did succeed in arresting those accused of 

killing Marshall, as well as those who had revolted them. It was decided on 2 May 

1918, to send the first batch of detainees, about 65 people in Kufa, to India.495 The 

rifles and the fines imposed on Najaf, estimated at 50,000 rupees, were also 

collected.496 As a result, the siege around Najaf, which had lasted forty-six days, 

ended. The trial of those arrested by the British started on 5 May 1918. A court-

martial was held at the house of Balfour in the northern city of Kufa.497 The court 

sentenced Sheikh al-Jazā’irī to execution but this was reduced to imprisonment in the 

camp of al-Shuʻiba. The political bureau in Baghdad ordered the Political Bureau in 

al-Shamiyah and Najaf to deport Sheikh al-Jazā’irī, as a prisoner of war (Class B) to 

India with the rest of the prisoners of Najaf. However, Sheikh al-Jazā’irī was 

deported to the al-Muhmarrah region and continued his imprisonment there due to 

the efforts of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, Sheikh Khazʻal b. Jābir and other Shiite 

clerics.498 Similarly, Sayid Muḥammad Baḥar al-ʻUlūm was sentenced to execution 

by the court, but due to the efforts of Sheikh Khazʻal b. Jābir and other Shiite clerics 
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the judgment of execution was replaced by banishment to the al-Muhammrrah 

region.499 

On 25 May 1918, the court finished its processes and decided to execute eleven 

people,500 imprison nine persons for periods ranging between six years and life, and 

exile 16 people to India.501 At dawn on 30 May 1918, eleven people were hanged.502  

 4.5. The position of the Chief of Shiite Religious Authority from the time of 

the formation of League of Islamic Awakening to the Najaf Revolution in 1918 

The League raised an important issue for all social groups in Iraq; namely, 

whether all groups should come together to confront the British authorities and 

achieve independence for Iraq. At the same time, the League was characterised by 

religious character; it was led by a group of Shiite clerics in Najaf.  

When a group of Shiite clerics in Najaf established the League,503 they based 

it on several principles.504 The seventh article of the principles stated that a chief of 

Shiite religious authority was to be head of the League.505 Through this principle, it 

was obvious that the founders of the League were seeking the support of a chief of 

Shiite religious authority; because they knew how powerful his influence could be to 

the Shiites inside and outside Iraq. His support would help them to achieve their 

goals, where he has the ability to oblige the Shiites in Iraq to support the League 

through a fatwa or his position as the vice Imam of the twelve Imams of the Shiites 

during the time of absenteeism.  
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It can be observed, however, that there was a difference in the views between 

the Shiite clerics about the League and its members and activities. For instance, 

Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, the second chief of the Shiites, supported the League 

and sought to ease the sentences against members of the League. Also, Sheikh 

Khazʻal b. Jābir sought to improve his relationship with clerics in Najaf because the 

relationship became strained after he refused to provide support to the mujahedeen 

during the first and second Jihad movements. However, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, 

the chief of the religious Shiite authority, did not support the League from its 

inception.506 It was clear that Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī was not convinced about 

the ideas and principles of the League and political action in general, as he was 

opposed to the constitutional movement in Persia.507 

Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī took a neutral stance through the process of 

negotiations with the British authorities and sought to remove the siege imposed 

around Najaf. For example, he and Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī 

and other clerics sent a letter to the British commander in Baghdad asking him for 

mercy and explained the conditions under which the people of Najaf were labouring. 

Al-Yazdī also sent a letter to the General Commander of the British armies in 

Baghdad on 30 March 1918 asking him to remove the siege on Najaf because the 

punishment had impacted upon innocent and vulnerable people. The British 

Commander General refused.508  

Al-Yazdī considered himself to be a mediator between the rebels and the 

British authorities to resolve the conflict between them. For example, Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Yazdī asked al-Ḥāj Saʻad al-Ḥāj Rāḍī to deliver his sons to the British 

and he promised to spare their lives, but al-Ḥāj Saʻad al-Ḥāj Rāḍī rejected the 

suggestion and decided to resist the British. In a meeting held at his home, al-Yazdī 

asked the rebel leaders to sign a letter addressed to the British expressing their regret 

and remorse for what had happened, and their obedience to them. After long 
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discussions, the rebels declined to sign the proposed letter. As a result, Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Yazdī decided to form a delegation and asked the delegation to go to 

Captain Balfour to tell him about the rebels' rejection of the demands of the British, 

and to ask him for clemency. Captain Balfour refused, insisting on his demands being 

met.509 

It was obvious that al-Yazdī agreed with the procedures that were taken by the 

British authorities against the rebels after they were arrested. For example, he did not 

object to the execution of the eleven people found guilty by the British authorities of 

having assassinated Captain Marshall.510  He also did not object to the honorary 

ceremony that was held for Captain Balfour on the same day of the execution in the 

city of Najaf.511 

Through analysis of such events it can be concluded that the attitude of Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Yazdī about the League and the Najaf revolution is considered to be 

a negative one. According to his position as a chief of Shiite religious authority, he 

was expected to have an active role in the political issues that would help contribute 

to the independence of Iraq. Therefore, the negative attitude of Sayid Muḥammad al-

Yazdī was one of the factors that led to the thwarting of the first clash between the 

Shiites and the British authorities. 

4.6. Conclusion 

To sum up, the three main factors that led a group of Shiite clerics to establish 

a political association to lead the political issues in Iraq were: the political and 

military measures undertaken by the British authorities in the Middle Euphrates 

region; the failure of the first and second jihad movements; and the changes in British 

policy relating to the future governance of Iraq. The political association was 
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established by a group of Shiite clerics in the city of Najaf in late 1917 and early 

1918; it was called the League of the Islamic Awakening. The goals of the founders 

of the League were to resist the British authorities and to create an identity that would 

contribute to nation building. 

As this chapter has shown, the founders of the League sought to achieve their 

goals through several measures. They included establishing the association in Najaf 

because of the good educational level there, which allowed these political ideas to be 

accepted. This also allowed the ideas of the association to spread to nearby cities 

such as Karbala and Baghdad amongst others. The founders also worked collectively 

with all social groups and exploited common elements, such as language, religion, 

ethnicity, anti-colonisation sentiment and others in Iraq to further their aims. Then, 

the founders formulated tenets to encourage the people to join the association. Further 

they divided the association into two sections: political and military. They contacted 

the Turkish forces to obtain their support. A revolution against the British authorities 

in Najaf became the main objective of the League because they believed that through 

such a revolution they would achieve their goals. In order to start this process, they 

assassinated Captain Marshall. 

British politics played an important role in the ending of the revolution in Najaf. 

With regard to the Shiites of Iraq, the British wanted to show them that they wanted 

only to arrest the killers of Captain Marshall; they wanted to avoid harming holy 

places. To achieve these aims, the British forces surrounded Najaf to prevent the 

rebels from obtaining support from cities and clans near to Najaf and from the Turks. 

This also prevented the rebels from escaping Najaf. They also -imposed restrictions 

on the residents of Najaf and the rebels in order to thwart the revolution. The British 

were in constant contact with Iran, other countries, and a chief of Shiite religious 

authority in Iraq, to show that they were not targeting the holy places. They only 

wanted to arrest the killers of Captain Marshall. The British authorities managed to 

overcome the revolution in Najaf. They took strict measures against the members of 

the League because the ideas of the League threaten their interests and objectives in 

both Iraq and the wider area more generally. 

One of the main reasons behind the failure of the Najaf revolution was that the 

Shiite clerics in Iraq in general, and Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī in particular, did not 

issue fatwas to fight the British. This contributed significantly to there arising 

insufficient support for the rebels. However, the issuance of any fatwa would have 
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changed the situation for both the British and the rebels inside Najaf. It should also 

be considered that the revolution started without cooperation and coordination 

between those in Najaf and cities and tribes nearby. It was assumed, wrongly, by the 

members of the League that there would be cooperation and coordination with the 

tribes and clans in neighbouring areas to Najaf before the assassination of Captain 

Marshall.  

Despite the failure of the League to achieve its goals, it succeeded in changing 

Shiite political thought through the establishment of political associations in Karbala, 

Najaf, Samarra, Khadimain and Baghdad. Such organisations would, thereafter, lead 

political action in Iraq against the British. Therefore, it is concluded that the League 

led to the first direct clash between the Shiites and the British authorities.  

Furthermore, the League led the Shiite clerics in the holy cities to work with all social 

groups, and this contributed to uniting various sects, and races. In turn this played a 

central role in the convergence of their ideas and the wider dissemination of their 

aspirations. It also succeeded in forming the features of an identity. 
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Chapter Five 

Passive Resistance to the British Occupation, 1918–1919 

After the failure of the Najaf revolution in 1918, many clerics, nationalists and 

tribal leaders realised that there were many difficulties resisting the British due to 

disparities in military capabilities. They also believed that working individually 

without organisation would not be fruitful. Therefore, they decided to confront the 

British through peaceful means and work cooperatively to achieve their common 

goal; full independence of Iraq without a mandate.  

This chapter discusses the passive resistance in Iraq against the British 

authorities during 1918 and 1919. It focuses on the coordination and cooperation 

between the new coalition and their use of a peaceful strategy. In addition, this 

chapter analyses the role of this coalition in the emergence of signs of nation building 

during the period passive resistance. 

The first stage of passive resistance began in 1918 when the British government 

decided to hold a referendum to seek the opinion of the Iraqis on the continuation of 

British administration. Many people in the holy cities and in Baghdad tried to thwart 

the referendum. In the second phase of resistance, from late 1918 to early 1919, they 

brought their case for full independence to international and regional attention, and 

were supported in doing so by Sheikh Muḥammad Taqī al-Ḥā’irī al-Shīrāzī and 

Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī. The last phase of passive resistance, 

which lasted from mid-1919 to 1920, consisted of cooperation and coordination 

between the different sects, races, and political parties. They held meetings and 

peaceful demonstrations which brought them closer. During this stage, a coalition 

was formed, comprised of nationalists, Shiite clerics and clans. This coalition played 

a role in the emergence of signs of nation building. 

5.1. The referendum and the establishment of political parties and associations 

  The first stage of the passive resistance began when the British authorities 

decided to hold a referendum for the Iraqi people about the future rule of Iraq. 

However a group of Shiite clerics, tribal leaders and nationalist in the holy cities and 

Baghdad worked to thwart the referendum. In order to discuss the referendum which 

led to a passive resistance, it is important to understand the reasons and motives that 
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led the British administration to hold a referendum. Sir Arnold Wilson, the British 

civil commissioner in Baghdad wished for a continuation of British rule in Iraq and 

the establishment of an empire in the Middle East. He faced many challenges inside 

and outside Iraq and, as a result, he sought to implement his wishes through 

consensus. Therefore, he held a referendum in Iraq.  

The first challenge that faced Wilson was the Turkish authority’s refusal to 

recognise the legitimacy of the British occupation of Mosul.512 Wilson was worried 

about the Turks’ refusal because he was aware of the existence of pro-Turkish group 

that was constructed of former officers in city of Mosul. He was also convinced that 

whatever form of government arose in Iraq, it would need to be strong enough to 

exercise control over the cities of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul.513 It is important to 

mention that Wilson was aware that his view contradicted the principles of the Sykes-

Picot agreement and the initial instructions issued by the British government 

regarding the future governance of Basra and Baghdad.514  

  The second challenge occurred on 8 January 1918, when the President of the 

United States of America, Thomas Woodrow Wilson, announced his Fourteen 

Points.515 Article XII, which promised the right of self-determination to all peoples, 

was especially important, as it was directly applicable to the former Turkish 

territories. 516  It also gave legitimacy to the Iraqi people in their demands for 

independence and the right to self-determination.  

The third challenge that materialised was the issuance of an Anglo-French 

statement on 8 November 1918. This committed both nations to establishing 

governments and national departments based on the free choice of the population 

from which the governments would derive their powers. France and Britain agreed 
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to encourage and support the establishment of national governments and 

administrations in Syria and Iraq.517 Wilson sent a letter to the ministry of India 

opposing the Anglo-French statement, 518  because it was inconsistent with his 

ambition to create an ever-greater British Empire across the Middle Eastern region.519 

It can be inferred that British politicians had separate views on the future of Iraq. 

However, the British government in India was leading upon the political issue of Iraq 

as they had a better experience and knowledge in the Persian Gulf region. Edwin 

Samuel Montagu, the Secretary State of India, sent a letter to Wilson on 18 November 

1918. The letter informed him that Colonel T.E. Lawrence had presented a 

proposition on the Arab issue to the British government recommending that the lower 

region of Iraq be governed by ʻAbdullah b. Sharīf Ḥusseian, while the upper region 

should be governed by Zayd b. al-Sharīf Ḥussein, and Syria by Faisal b. al-Sharīf 

Ḥussein. Colonel T. E. Lawrence specified that the three countries would be under 

British administration and that the lower region would be effectively under British 

control,520 Wilson’s view on the proposal was asked for.521  

  These proposals were inconsistent with Wilson’s plan and approach. As a 

result, he asked the British government to exclude Iraq from the rule of Sharīf 

Ḥussein’s sons.522 He urged that Baghdad, Basra and Mosul should be considered as 

a single unit for administrative purposes under the effective control of the British, as 

had been done by Sir Percy Cox in 1917.523 He explained his opposition to the 

establishment of an Arab state in Iraq under the rule of Sharīf Ḥussein’s sons: the 

Shiites in Iraq violently opposed Arab unity under Sunni rule.524 He also raised the 

issue of Ibn Suʻūd’s hostility to Sharīf Ḥussein and his sons. Wilson stated, ‘If we 
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encourage the idea of Arab control instead of the European in Arabic-speaking 

regions, this would raise the potential of religious hatred in Iraq, and so we will be 

deprived from some advantages offered by our occupation of this vital area’.525 The 

religious hatred that is referred to by Wilson was incorrect at that time because the 

Shiite clerics supported the Ottoman Empire during the first and second jihad to 

confront the British forces,526 as well as the principles of the League of Islamic 

Awakening, which were formulated by the Shiite clerics and called for unity between 

all Islamic sects. 527  Therefore, it can be deduced that Wilson tried to raise the 

religious hatred issue to achieve his plans.  

To learn about the direction of public opinion in Iraq, Wilson decided to hold a 

referendum.528 He believed that public opinion in Iraq opposed creating an Arab 

kingdom without advice, assistance, or control from Britain and, instead, favoured 

the creation of an Arab state that would include Basra, Baghdad and Mosul under the 

rule of an Arab prince. 529  The stated; ‘this feeling according to my personal 

knowledge is prevalent in all parts of Iraq, especially in both Najaf and Karbala, and 

rural areas, where Sir Percy Cox enjoys great prestige’.530 Therefore, Sir Arnold 

Wilson wanted to legitimise his plan and approach through holding a referendum in 

Iraq in order to obtain the support of the people for his plans for the future rule of 

Iraq. 

Wilson mentioned the advantages of individual candidates with regard to their 

suitability for governing Iraq, such as Hādī Pāshā al-ʻAmrī, a member of the family 

of the Sultan of Egypt and the son of al-Sharīf Ḥussein, or Naqīb of Baghdad ʻAbdu 

al-Rahmān al-Qīlānī,531 and Sheikh Khazʻal b. Jābir, the ruler of the al-Muhammarah 

region.532 Wilson noted that Sheikh Khazʻal b. Jābir was from the Shiite sect and was 

loyal to Britain,533 but also opined that his appointment would be disastrous, as he 

would increase latent hostility all over Iraq.534 Wilson concluded that none of the 
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candidates were suitable to rule Iraq and suggested that, instead, Sir Percy Cox be 

appointed delegate for five years without an Arab prince or another president of 

state.535 Sir Arnold Wilson received a telegram from the Secretary of State for India, 

approving his opinions and instructed him to take the necessary steps to prevent 

Khazʻal b. Jābir from becoming ruler of Iraq.536 

As a result, the Joint Committee authorised Wilson to hold a referendum in 

Iraq,537 using the following questions: 

1. Do you favour a single Arab state under British tutelage, stretching from the 

northern border of Mosul to the Gulf? 

2. In this case, should an Arab prince be named for this state? 

3. If so, who should be chosen as president?538 

  It was clear that the method of formulating the questions was not commensurate 

with the ambition of the majority of Iraqis for many reasons. First, the establishment 

of an Arab state was directly linked to British tutelage. Secondly, in the case of 

establishing such state, it would be only a formality. Finally, these questions made it 

clear that the British aimed to achieve certain results. Nevertheless, Wilson was not 

satisfied even with these restrictions; he wanted to impose more restrictions to ensure 

that the results of the referendum were compatible with his desires. 

Arnold Wilson sent his instructions to all the political rulers of Iraq and asked 

them to discuss the questions of the referendum with influential personalities and 

tribal leaders in their regions. He thought that this would allow him to learn their 

views as to the continuation of British rule in Iraq.539 These instructions clearly 

demonstrate Wilson’s intention to manipulate the referendum for several reasons. He 

limited the referendum to influential personalities and tribal leaders; this matter was 
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not mentioned in the telegram that was sent to him informing him that he should hold 

a referendum. Secondly, he asked the political rulers to hold a referendum only if 

public opinion supported the continuation of British rule in Iraq.540  Thirdly, he 

demanded that the political rulers discuss the questions of the referendum 

individually and secretly with influential personalities in their regions first and only 

latterly were they to hold a public meeting to discuss the questions of referendum.541 

This procedure was unfair and contrasted with the general conditions of how to hold 

a referendum. Wilson’s plan for the future of Iraq can be summarized as having two 

main goals: to create Iraq as a unified political entity composed of Basra, Baghdad 

and Mosul, and to ensure the continuation of Iraq under British rule  

The political rulers in the various regions of Iraq implemented Wilson’s 

instruction to apply the referendum. This lead to a split in opinions. The first view 

corresponded with Wilson's plan, however the second view opposed his plan and 

reflected the religious and nationalistic aspirations of the people. This view 

contributed to the emergence of signs of nation building. It can be said that the 

passive resistance against the British began in Iraq during the referendum of 1918. 

5.2.  The Referendum of 1918: Reorganising the Occupied Country 

It was the first time that a referendum had been held to decide the future of the 

three occupied vilaytes of Mesopotamia. The referendum results corresponded with 

Wilson’s plan in several areas in Iraq.  

In Basra merchants felt that the economic situation had improved during the 

British occupation of Iraq. Accordingly, this category of the native population was 

less supportive of the idea of independence; they also rejected the presence of an 

Arab ruler in Iraq. Sir Arnold Wilson visited Basra to consult with local notables 

during the referendum,542 but he had difficulty estimating general opinion on the 

referendum.543 Therefore, Basra’s political ruler, Evelyn N. Howell, took the advice 

of Aḥmad al-Ṣāniʻa on how to handle the ndigenousi residents of Basra.544 As a 
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result, he did not hold a public meeting with Basra notables. Instead he spoke 

individually with several prominent people and recorded their views.545  

  Howell secretly took opinions from seventeen people: of those thirteen were 

Muslims, one was a Kurd, there was a single Jew, one Christian and one Armenian. 

Cumulatively, he considered these people to be representative of all opinions within 

Basra.546 In a telegram to Sir Arnold Wilson, Howell reported that the majority of 

Muslims in Basra favoured Iraq’s independence, but did not favour the selection of 

a prince from the family of al-Sharīf as ruler of Iraq. They did not see any suitable 

family or man inside Iraq as ruler of Iraq. They also felt that a ruler from outside Iraq 

was undesirable. 547  According to Howell, the Muslims in Basra had different 

opinions. Some of them favoured full independence for Iraq and viewed the British 

as infidels who should not govern a Muslim country,548 while others wanted the 

continued civil administration of the British, with some matters modified to suit the 

desires, aspirations, and needs of the Muslim population.549 After reviewing the ideas 

of various sects and races in Basra, the political ruler concluded that there was a 

demand for continued British administration of governance in Iraq, including Mosul, 

under a British commissioner and without a local prince.550 During the referendum 

process in Basra, it was obvious that the merchants and landlords played an essential 

role in the formation of the political views of the wider populace. In general, the 

British administration supported the merchant class and landowners, whilst a couple 

of the intelligentsia favoured the progressive establishment of an Arab government 
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under an Arab Prince.551 However, the nationalists in Basra, such as Sulaymān Fayḍī, 

supported one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein to become the ruler of Iraq. Therefore, 

the opposition against the British authorities was not clear in Basra. 

In the region of Qurna, thirty people including tribal leaders, village heads, and 

notables signed a petition declaring that they wanted to stay under the protection of 

Britain and accepted Sir Percy Cox as the governor of Iraq.552 In addition, the tribal 

leaders of the Amara region signed a petition requesting that their rulers and 

politicians be Englishmen who spoke Arabic, and declared their refusal to support an 

Arab ruler of Iraq. These leaders also demanded the selection of fair judges from the 

Shiite sect and supported Sir Percy Cox’s return to Iraq.553 Opinions in the Kut area 

were similar to the rest of Iraq, where the people favoured the unity of Iraq, including 

Mosul, and opposed rule by an Arab prince.554 The situation was similar in the region 

of al-ʻAziziyah, where the assistant political ruler reported that the appointment of a 

son of al-Sharīf Ḥussein would face strong opposition.555 

In the Nasiriyah region, two hundred and seventy people including tribal elders 

and notables signed a referendum calling for the appointment of Sir Percy Cox as the 

governor of Iraq and they opposed the appointment of an Arab prince.556 However, 

the Nasiriyah leaders also demanded that the prince should not be from Iraq as the 

Iraqis could not agree amongst themselves on a person, and consequently, choosing 

an Iraqi might cause further internal conflict and dispute.557 Furthermore, leaders 

from this region demanded that Mosul needed to be considered as an integral part of 

Iraq.558 In the Sammawa region, eighty-three people issued four statements, all of 

which favoured the continuation of British administration of Iraq.559 Despite this 

support, large numbers of tribal and clan leaders in Sammawa and al-Rumitha, 

headed by Banī Ḥakīm, completely rejected British rule in Iraq.560  
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In the al-Hillah region, the political ruler Major H. C. Pulley consulted 

Muḥammad ʻAli Al-Qazwīnī, who was loyal to the British authorities,561 on the best 

way to pose the referendum questions. Al-Qazwīnī recommended that the ruler invite 

seven of the local leaders to a meeting and, during the meeting, question them about 

the referendum.562 The political ruler accepted al-Qazwīnī’s proposition, but then 

news about the referendum quickly spread throughout the city, leading the public to 

hold a meeting to discuss how to thwart the referendum.563 Participants agreed to 

send a letter to Hillah’s political ruler informing him that they knew of his plans to 

let only seven people participate in the referendum. They also demanded that they 

should be allowed to take part. The letter was signed by a large number of traders 

and dignitaries, including the mayor of Hillah who delivered the letter. The political 

ruler refused to take the letter,564 and supported the appointment of Percy Cox as 

governor of Iraq.565  

In the al-Hindiya area, referendum statements were signed by twenty people, 

in the Musayyib area by six people, and in the al-Diwaniyah area by one hundred and 

fifty-nine people, all of whom supported the continued British administration of Iraq 

and the return of Percy Cox.566 Those in al-Diwaniyah believed that the appointment 

of an Arab prince in Iraq was consistent with their religion which called for rule by 

an imam, but they also saw that it might be to do achieve that at the given point in 

time.567  

The referendum statement in Khanqin was signed by one hundred and fifty 

people. It was distinguished from the statements from other regions of Iraq by its 

long introduction explaining the local disadvantages of Turkish administration and 

the advantages of British administration. 568  Beside this, the statement from the 

Mandali area, signed by twelve people, expressed the desire for Iraq’s unity and the 

continuation of British rule.569  
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In the Kafra area, all Arab and Kurdish tribal leaders, along with some notables, 

supported the governance of Iraq by an Arab prince but requested that Britain 

postpone such an appointment.570 In Kirkuk, seventeen people signed a statement 

demanding the unity of Iraq, under the protection and supervision of the British.571 

In the Mosul area, a group of scholars, dignitaries, and residents met on 10 January 

1919,572 and signed a letter written by Aḥmad al-Fakhrī seeking the upgrade of their 

mandate in the fields of trade and agriculture, the deployment of security forces 

across the country, and the continuation of British rule.573  

  As shown, the largest support for the British came from merchants, 

landowners, loyal tribal leaders, and a minority of the clergy. Merchants supported 

the British for several reasons, most notably the benefits from British trade in Iraq. 

In 1919, British money trading in Iraq amounted to five million pounds; many traders 

in Iraq became brokers, dealers, or traders to agents.574 Landlords supported British 

rule in Iraq because the British government was the only unit capable of collecting 

income from the land on their behalf.575 Tribal elders supported the continuation of 

British authority for several reasons, particularly the British implementation of the 

laws of the clans, 576  and laws of land ownership which strengthened their 

influences.577 The British had isolated the tribal elders opposed to British policy and 

replaced them with clan leaders who were.578  The British supported these tribal 

leaders by giving them money to increase their influence, which made other clan 

members unable to confront them.579 The clan leaders supported the British. It can 

be said that the signs of nation building did not appear in the areas previously 

mentioned. This was because Sir Arnold Wilson succeeded in implementing his plan 

on the rule of Iraq in these areas. 
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5.3.  Rejecting Colonial Status: Wanting Statehood 

 Opposition to the referendum was formed in several areas; most prominently 

in Najaf, Karbala, Baghdad, and Kadhimain. In these areas, Shiite clerics, 

nationalists, and tribal leaders played prominent roles in rejecting the referendum and 

the British presence in Iraq; they demanded an Arab ruler for Iraq. The Shiite clerics 

in these areas issued a fatwa prohibiting the election of a non-Muslim to rule a 

Muslim dominant country. Tribal leaders also played a key role in opposing the 

referendum through their influence over clan members. The nationalists raised the 

Iraqi people’s awareness of the issues and unified public opinion against the 

referendum, whilst publicising these thoughts in different areas of Iraq. These 

measures all played a role in creating a rapprochement between the various sects and 

political parties.  

5.3.1. Najaf   

 During the British administration, Iraq was divided into nine provinces. The 

city of Najaf belonged to the province of al-Shamiyah, and was governed by Major 

Norbury. 580  Sir Arnold Wilson selected Najaf as the first region to hold the 

referendum due to its political, religious, and social importance, and its significance 

to Shiites in Iraq and throughout the world.581 It was clear that Wilson wanted the 

referendum results to be a model for other regions, especially the Shiite areas of 

Karbala, Samarra, and Kadhimain. He also expected that the referendum would pass 

easily in Najaf, without any difficulties, for two reasons. First, Sayid Muḥammad 

Kāẓim al-Ṭabāṭabā’ī al-Yazdī, a chief of Shiite religious authority, had not resisted, 

but cooperated with the British during the revolution of Najaf in 1918. Secondly, the 

failure of the revolution led to severe sanctions on the city’s population, including 

the execution of eleven residents.582 He believed that these sanctions had terrorised 

the residents of Najaf and the neighbouring areas of Kufa and Abu al-Khaseeb, and 
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that as a result they would not dare take any anti-British action during the 

referendum.583  

 The news of the Anglo-French agreement and several of the procedures taken 

by the British relating to the future of Iraq reached Najaf where it were discussed by 

a group of young people.584 They believed that it was the right time to call for 

independence and select an Arab government ruled by a son of al-Sharīf Ḥussein 

alongside a representative council; they sought to spread these ideas in Najaf.585  

After the group realised that independent work would not lead them to 

achieving their goals, they sought to convince influential families in Najaf to work 

with them. The group succeeded in persuading Sheikh Muḥammad Riḍā al-

Shibībī,586 Sayid Muḥammad Riḍā al-Ṣafī, and Sheikh ʻAbdu al-Karīm al-Jazāʼirī.587 

Thus, three influential families in Najaf, notebly Āl al-Jazāʼirī-, Āl al-Shibībī and Āl 

Sayid al-Ṣafī, joined in their understanding and established the Secret Party of Najaf 

(Hizb Al-Najaf Al-Sirī).588 They stated publicly their demands.589 They emphasised 

the common traits among Iraqi tribes and families such as brotherhood, unity, 

defence of the oppressed and others to achieve their goals, and especially that Iraqi 

society was based on families and tribes. This was a strategy that helped structure a 

feeling of commonality amongst Iraqis.  

Many influential figures and tribal leaders joined the party.590 One of the party 

members, Sayid ʻAlwān al-Yāsirī incited the clans of Shamiyah, Mashkhab, Kufa, 
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Abu Sakhir, and those in other nearby areas to join the Secret Party.591 Thus, the 

Secret Party of Najaf succeeded in uniting clerics, tribal leaders, and nationalists to 

face the British authorities and thwart the referendum.592  

 To obtain positive results for the referendum in Najaf, Wilson visited Sayid 

al-Yazdī, the chief of the Shiite religious authority, to persuade him to provide 

support for the British authorities. He did this because he knew the power and 

authority of al-Yazdī in Iraq. Wilson stated in a confidential report that al-Yazdī told 

him, “if appointed any Arab employee as a ruler of Iraq, it will lead to chaos, and 

until now, the residents of Iraq have not learned integrity yet, and they must remain 

under the authority of the British government. In addition, there is no Arab man 

acceptable to the people as a prince for Iraq”.593 It was obvious that al-Yazdī did not 

support those who called for the appointment of an Arab ruler in Iraq. Rather, he 

called for the continuation of the British authorities in Iraq because he believed that 

there was no Arab man acceptable to the people as a ruler. However, his reasoning is 

not fully convincing; the independence of Iraq became the main demand for most 

Iraqi people as is shown in Chapter Six, and, by virtue of his position, he should have 

played an active role in this issue.  

However, the majority of clerics, tribal elders, and nationalists in Najaf 

demanded the appointment of a son of al-Sharīf Ḥussein as ruler of Iraq during a 

meeting held in the house of Sheikh Muḥammad Jawād al-Jawāhirī on 26 December 
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1918.594 Ethnicity played a key role in unifying the demands of people.595 This can 

be inferred through the speech of ʻAbdu al-Wāḥid al-Ḥāj Sakar during the meeting. 

He emphasised that ‘we have not matured yet to declare a republican system, and we 

are not Persians or Turks or British to choose the ruler of Mesopotamia from these 

nations, but we are Arabs, and therefore, we must be ruled by an Arab ruler’.596 He 

added that the highest family in the Arab world was al-Sharīf Ḥussein; therefore, they 

should demand the appointment of a son of al-Sharīf Ḥussein as the ruler of Iraq.597  

Seeking the approval of the supreme Shiite cleric, a group of clerics and tribal 

elders went to al-Yazdī in Kufa and informed him about the outcome of the meeting. 

He apologised and refused to give his opinion and said to them, ‘I am a man of 

religion. I do not know about the politics, but I know this forbidden, and this is 

allowed’.598 It can be said that al-Yazdī supported the British.599 Despite al-Yazdī’s 

refusal to issue a statement concerning the referendum, they continued their efforts 

to gather signatures on a statement calling for Iraq’s independence. They held a 

meeting at the home of Sayid Nūr al-Yāsirī in the area of al-Shamiyah to crystallise 

their goals. The police raided the house during the meeting and this forced the 

attendees to flee to their clans.600 

 Britain wanted a positive result from the referendum in Najaf. As a result, 

Major Norbury encouraged Iraqis who were loyal to the British to provide documents 

supporting the continuation of British rule. Major Norbury managed to obtain 
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fourteen officially recognised statements. Of these, nine were signed by one person, 

and one by three people.601 Among the four remaining statements, the first was 

signed by twenty-one people and asked the British to appoint an Arab prince who 

was a descendant of the Prophet Muḥammad.602 The second statement was signed by 

thirty-six dignitaries, supported the continuation of British rule and the postponement 

of the appointment of an Arab prince in Iraq.603 The third statement was signed by 

twenty-one notables and merchants from Najaf in support of the continuation of 

British administration.604 The fourth and last statement, submitted to the political 

ruler of al-Shamiyah and Najaf on 28 December 1918, was signed by ten people and 

demanded an independent Iraq ruled by an Arab prince from the family of al-Sharīf 

Ḥussein.605  

During the referendum in Najaf, there was cooperation between the 

nationalists, Shiite clerics, tribal leaders, and other influential personalities. This 

cooperation was based on the existence common elements, such as religion, ethnicity, 

and common traits among the Iraqi tribes. They agreed on a common goal: the 

independence of Iraq. Despite the lack of support from a chief of Shiite religious 

authority, these demands were made and led to the production of several signed 

statements. 

5.3.2. Karbala  

In Karbala, Major Bofil called a large number of notables and clan leaders to a 

meeting at the British headquarters. During the meeting, Major Taylor, the political 

ruler of the Hillah province, announced that Britain had decided to fulfil its promise 

to the Arabs and wanted to learn about the Iraqi people’s opinions on what type of 

government should govern them.606 Sayid ̒ Abdu al-Wahāb al-Wahāb argued that the 

meeting did not adequately represent Karbala and that not enough time was provided 

to obtain accurate results. Major Taylor agreed to postpone the meeting for three 
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days.607 It was clear that ʻAbdu al-Wahāb al-Wahāb asked to postpone the meeting 

to unify the opinions of the residents of Karbala about the referendum through 

obtaining support from Shiite clerics. As a result, a meeting was held in the Samarra 

area at the house of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, where one of the sons of Sharīf 

Ḥussein was elected to be the king of Iraq.608 Thus, the anti-British sentiment in 

Karbala succeeded in obtaining support from a second chief of Shiite religious 

authority, Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, to thwart the referendum. 

The opponents of the British administration in the Middle Euphrates region 

demanded that Sheikh al-Shīrāzī move to Najaf in response to Sayid Muḥammad al-

Yazdī’s stance on the revolution and the referendum. Al-Shīrāzī decided to move to 

Karbala in order to support public interest and to avoid posing as a challenge to al-

Yazdī.609 The relocation of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī from Samarra to Karbala 

increased his activity against the British authorities for several reasons. First, Karbala 

is considered to be the second religious city after Najaf. Secondly, its geographical 

location is near the most important clans in the Middle Euphrates region. Thirdly, he 

held the support of many people. 

Most importantly, during the referendum process in Karbala, al-Shīrāzī’s 

issued a fatwa prohibiting the election of a non-Muslim to rule Muslims. 610 

Seventeen scholars in Karbala supported this fatwa,611 and it influenced the people 

in Karbala and throughout Iraq. The fatwa contributed to a convergence in the ideas 

and thoughts between clerics and nationalists. Before this fatwa many nationalists 

believed that the Shiite clerics sought to establish an Islamic state and impose a ruler 

who was a chief of Shiite religious authority. However, this fatwa stipulated that the 

ruler should only be a Muslim; it did not have any other conditions.  
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The al-Shīrāzī’s fatwa came as a surprise to the British; it was the first fatwa 

they had faced after taking control of Baghdad. Compared to the fatwas of jihad 

issued in 1914, Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī’s fatwa was considered a greater 

political challenge because this fatwa was against the continuation of British rule in 

Iraq. Additionally, the fatwa was not issued by a chief Shiite religious authority in 

Iraq, al-Yazdī, but by a second chief of Shiite religious authority in Iraq al-Shīrāzī. 

The British realised that all clerics (Marjiʻ) in Iraq possessed power and influence. It 

is argued that if al-Shīrāzī’s’ fatwa had been issued earlier in the referendum it could 

have created significant confusion in the British administration and might have 

prevented many statements from various parts of Iraq supporting the continuation of 

British rule in Iraq. It can be deduced through the fatwa that Sheikh al-Shīrāzī’s relied 

on the existence of common denominator, specifically Islam, to unite the Iraqi people 

to face the British authorities. 

5.3.3. Kadhimain and Baghdad 

In Kadhimain, the British faced another challenge during the referendum 

because the city possessed three distinct characteristics. First, Kadhimain is the third 

holiest Shiite city in Iraq, and many Shiite clerics lived there.612 Secondly, Najaf and 

Karbala significantly affected Kadhimain through doctrine, ideology, and approach. 

Thirdly, Kadhimain is close to Baghdad, which was then the main centre of activity 

for nationalists demanding independence. 613  These characteristics had the most 

impact on the referendum in Kadhimain. 

A group of Shiite clerics in Kadhimain led the opposition against the British 

and sought to thwart the referendum. 614  In addition, Abū al-Qāsim al-Kāshānī 

established a secret association called the Islamic Association, supported by Sheikh 
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Fatḥallah al-ʼAṣfahānī.615 As a result, one hundred and forty-three people signed a 

statement demanding an Arab Muslim government ruled by a king chosen from the 

sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein. They were advised by a local council during a meeting that 

was held to discuss the referendum on 8 January 1919.616 The clerics in Kadhimain 

also threatened anyone who voted to support the British with exclusion from 

mosques.617 It can be said that the clerics exploited the religious factor in order to 

prevent the continuation of British rule in Iraq, and to thwart the referendum. The 

cooperation and coordination played key roles in uniting the demands of several 

people in Kadhimain; some of the educated class (al-’Afandiya) from Baghdad went 

to Kadhimain to help the clerics to foil the referendum. 

 By contrast twenty-five people, including merchants, tribal leaders, pro-British 

individuals and others, signed a statement calling for continued British rule in Iraq 

and the return of Sir Percy Cox as ruler of Iraq. Indeed, they protested against the 

suggested appointment of an Arab prince to rule Iraq.618   

 Sir Arnold Wilson realised that the city of Baghdad was of vital importance to 

the referendum for several reasons. Most notably, Baghdad was Iraq’s capital, and 

the centre of political activity. It was most heavily populated city, and home to 

influential leaders and members of all religious sects including Sunnis, Shiites, 

Christians, and Jews. Sir Arnold Wilson recognised the power of national trends on 

the most influential leaders in Baghdad and decided that it would be the last city in 

Iraq to hold the referendum.619  

Wilson sought to obtain positive results during the referendum in Baghdad in 

order to achieve his objectives. Therefore, he asked ʻAbdu al-Raḥmān al-Qilānī, who 

was Sunni, but opposing the establishment of an Arab government to select twenty-
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five people from their sects to answer the referendum questions.620 The Shiite judge 

Sheikh Shukr Allah, who owed his job to the British administration in Iraq, was 

selected to select twenty-five people from their sects to answer the referendum 

questions.621 He also asked a rabbi to choose twenty people and the heads of Christian 

denominations to nominate ten people.622 It was clear that Wilson asked a rabbi and 

the heads of Christian to nominate because he was confident of support from 

Christians and Jews. In addition, he asked Sheikh Shukr Allah because he owed his 

job to the British administration in Iraq.  He also chose ʻAbdu al-Raḥmān al-Qilānī 

because his opinions opposed the establishment of an Arab government.623 Wilson 

expected ‘Abdu al-Raḥmān al-Qilānī to choose Sunni delegates who agreed with his 

opinions. 

However, ‘Abdu al-Raḥmān al-Qilānī refused to participate in the referendum 

process,624 and suggested that the Sunni judge of Baghdad, ʻAli al-’Alūsī, should 

replace him.625 This refusal was the first disappointment faced by Sir Arnold Wilson 

in Baghdad. Gertrude Bell explained that ʻAbdu al-Raḥmān al-Qilānī’s refused to 

participate in the referendum based on his habit of refraining from interfering in 

public political affairs”.626 She added that Judge ʻAli al-’Alūsī was under the strong 

influence of ʻAbdu al-Wahāb al-Nā’ib, the head of the Magistrate’s Court under the 

British administration, and Saʻīd al-Naqshabandī; both opposed the British.627 

Wilson encountered another disappointment when the Sunni and Shiite judges 

ʻAli al-’Alūsī and Sheikh Shukr Allah refused to choose delegates; they requested 

that notables from both sects hold a meeting to choose their delegates.628  From 

previous events, it can be inferred that they did not want to take responsibility for 

public opinion. The notables of the Sunni and Shiite sects in Baghdad, especially the 
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nationalists, succeeded in unifying the demands of the two sects,629 through holding 

meetings, delivering speeches, 630  and relying on the existence of common 

elements.631  

Twenty-five Sunnis and twenty-five Shiite were chosen to represent their sects 

at the referendum meeting with the British. However, when the selection was 

completed, Mūsā al-Jalabī al-Bājajī withdrew, and seven Sunni delegates resigned.632 

Ḥāj Mulā Riḍā was the only Shiite delegate to withdraw.633 The majority of those 

who withdrew were landowners and merchants who saw continuation of British rule 

as beneficial for their property and trade. They believed that rule by an Arab prince 

would negatively affect their property and businesses.634  

 Some of those who withdrew asserted their loyalty to the British before they 

withdrew or resigned, whereas others did not openly assert their views. For example, 

ʻAbdu al-Raḥmān al-Qilānī was influential but did not express his views.635 The four 

Sunnis from the families of Naqīb Zāda and Jamīl Zāda did not provide any 

explanation for their withdrawal.636 Ḥāj Mulā Riḍā, the Shiite who resigned, told the 

commander of the British military, ‘I could not face the religious embarrassment 

without giving any reason or explanation’.637 Wilson sent a telegraph to the Ministry 

of India stating that the seven Sunni representatives who withdrew were supporters 
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of British rule in Iraq but were not prepared to face the religious controversy that 

would accompany the public expression of their views.638  

 After the withdrawal of the Sunni and Shiite delegates, Sheikh ʻAli al-’Alūsī 

chose five delegates to replace the seven Sunnis who withdrew, while Sheikh Shukr 

Allah did not choose an alternative for the Shiite who withdrew. Thus, there were 

twenty-three Sunni,639  and twenty-four Shiite delegates.640  The Sunni and Shiite 

delegates chose one of the sons of Sharīf Ḥussein to be the ruler of Iraq. They also 

agreed on setting the borders of Iraq from the north to the Persian Gulf, alongside 

establishing a legislative council in Bagdad to observe the ruler – in keeping with 

modern forms of government.641 Thus, the agreement of views between the delegates 

of the Shiite and Sunni sects in Baghdad played a key role in forming a national 

identity that contributed to the emergence of the signs of nation building. They also 

wanted support from Jewish and Christian delegates and hoped to achieve this 

through a reliance on common elements, such as language and ethnicity, in order to 

thwart the referendum. ʻAbdu al-Wahāb al-Nā’ib Ḥamīd al-Bājajī attempted to gain 
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the support of Jewish and Christian delegates by promising them the right of 

representation in the proposed council, but they did not agree to sign the statement.642 

These statements of loyalty to the British were not confined to the Sunni and 

Shiite Muslims but were also repeated by advocates amongst the Jews and 

Christians. 643  Wilson asked a rabbi to choose twenty people and the heads of 

Christian denominations to nominate ten people.644 It was clear that Wilson asked a 

rabbi and the heads of Christian to nominate because he was confident of support 

from the Christians and Jews. The Jews and Christians signed three statements. 

Eighteen Jews signed a statement calling the appointment of an Arab prince of Iraq 

undesirable and the establishment of direct British rule absolutely imperative.645 The 

second statement was signed by three Christians representing Armenians in Baghdad, 

who denied that they belonged to Iraq, and demanded the establishment of direct 

British rule in Iraq.646 The third statement was signed by eight people representing 

Christian communities in Baghdad; they requested a British governor in Iraq who 

would be back by the government in London.647  

5.4. Was Britain Serious About the Future of Iraq? 

After the completion of the referendum in most parts of Iraq in January 1919, 

Wilson reported the results to the British government. He claimed that a majority of 

people in Iraq did not want to any changes to the current system of ruling the country. 

He also noted that there was a minority who wanted an Arab prince under British 

domination.648 Wilson stated that if the British government had allowed him to offer 

his option to the Iraqi people, where Iraq should be ruled by a British High 

Commissioner and assisted by some Iraqis, it would have been approved by all of the 

Iraqi people.649  
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 The results from the referendum were as predicted by Wilson. The areas of 

Basra, Qurna, Amara, al-Kut, Nasiriyah, Samarra, Hillah, Kirkuk, Khanaqin, and 

Mosul asked for the continuation of British rule in Iraq. However, in the areas of 

Najaf, Karbala, Baghdad, and Kadhimain, the majority of residents opposed the 

continuation of British authority in Iraq and demanded that a son of al-Sharīf 

Ḥussein, should rule instead. Three factors explain the emergence of this religious 

consensus, without the need to consider the sect from which the ruler would come. 

First, since the early twentieth century, the political situation in Mesopotamia had 

been favourable to faith in religious authority. Secondly, political awareness in Iraq 

began in 1906 under the auspices of religion, as when debating the constitution, the 

people did not discuss its strengths or weaknesses. Rather, they discussed whether it 

was acceptable (halal) or forbidden (haram) under Islamic Law (Sharia). Thirdly, 

support for a Muslim ruler arose as a reaction to the colonial powers seeking to 

occupy a Muslim country. 

Importantly, the majority of the opinions and views that rejected the 

continuation of British rule in Iraq were ignored. This was done on the basis that they 

did not represent the views and desires of the Iraqi people. For example, the statement 

issued by the Sunni and Shiite delegates from Baghdad was omitted from the official 

reports on the pretext that it did not represent the will of the whole population of the 

city. In addition, the opinion of the people of Karbala was excluded from official 

reports, again on the basis that it did not represent the will of the people in the city. 

The statement of the residents of Samarra was similarly ignored.  

In addition, Wilson did not seek the opinions of the Kurds, who made up about 

one fifth of the population. The province of Dilim, including the Fallujah and Ramadi 

regions, was prevented from taking part in the referendum. 

On 16 February 1919, Edwin Montagu requested Wilson to send an outline of 

a constitution for an Arab state or a group of Arab countries which was proposed to 

be established based on the wishes of the population in Iraq. Edwin Montagu 

explained that the British government aimed to create a flexible basic law 

representing all residents and containing provisions to help Arabs gradually take part 

in the governance of the country.650 Wilson went to London on 14 April 1919 and 
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presented his proposals.651 The British government agreed to Wilson’s proposals but 

stipulated that they would be temporary, not final, and would not be put into practice 

until the signing of the peace treaty with Turkey at the Paris Peace Conference.652 

In conclusion, the referendum failed to represent public opinion, because there 

was a dark figure in the results. As a result of Wilson’s instructions, the personal 

interviews conducted with certain people by the political rulers of different regions 

of Iraq made the referendum results an inaccurate reflection of Iraqi sentiments 

towards the British government in London. Iraqis felt disappointed and unable to 

express their true opinions, so they decided to use another passive resistance method 

to gain independence and claim their usurped rights. Despite the Iraqi people’s failure 

to express their views during the referendum, there was a consensus of views between 

the Sunni and Shiite sects along with the tribal and nationalist leaders in different 

parts of Iraq, about its future. This played a role in creating the base of the coalition 

that contributed to nation building. During this period, several features of the state 

emerged whereby several people in Baghdad and holy cities demanded the 

appointment of one of the sons of Sharīf Ḥussein as a ruler of Iraq, the establishment 

of a legislative council through elections, and state borders that would extend from 

Mosul to Basra. 

5.5.The Rise of the Iraqi Issue at Regional and International Levels  

The Shiite clerics, nationalists, and tribal leaders realised the impossibility of 

achieving their goals due to the measures taken by the British authorities during the 

referendum process. As a result, they believed that they could only claim their rights 

through peaceful means if there was collaboration between all political parties, secret 

societies, sects, and races throughout Iraq. They also believed that they should put 

forward their case internationally so that pressure might be brought to bear on the 

British. The existing political parties and secret societies (e.g. Secret Najaf Party, 

Islamic Association in Karbala, Islamic Association in Kadhimain) continued their 

peaceful activities against the British, whilst trying to recruit more tribal leaders and 

influential people in Iraq. 
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Sheikh Muḥammad Taqī al-Ḥā’irī al-Shīrāzī, a second chief of Shiite religious 

authority in Iraq, played a major role in raising the independence issue at regional 

and international levels. He worked alongside Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-

ʼAṣfahānī.653 They sent two telegrams in Persian and Arabic to the United States 

President, Thomas Woodrow Wilson, on 6 and 13 February 1919, where they 

demanded that the President should support the Iraqi people’s right to self-

determination.654 These letters were sent to President Woodrow Wilson because he 

had announced his support for the principle of self-determination. Besides, the United 

States was not a colonial state, unlike Britain and France. It can be concluded that 

the power and influence of Shiite clerics could not be confined to a chief of Shiite 

religious authority.  

Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī died on 30 April 1919,655  and Muḥammad al-

Shīrāzī became a chief of Shiite religious authority. The British authorities 

considered his death to be a great loss because he had not opposed them during the 

Najaf revolution in 1918 or the referendum.656 In addition, the British were very 

uneasy about the rising tide of opposition in the holy cities; Shīrāzī, the anti-British 

and anti-colonisation sentiment, dominated. Therefore, the British sought to persuade 

Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī to follow the same approach as Sayid al-Yazdī. This 

was made clear through a letter sent by Colonel Hawel, the assistant to the British 

governor in Iraq to Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, expressing his condolences for the 

death of Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī and reminding him of the wise policies towards 

the British that had been pursued by his predecessor. However, his attempt did not 

succeed.657 It was obvious that there was a difference between the leaders of Shiite 

religious authority in how they dealt with the British authorities and the Iraqi issue. 
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After becoming a chief of Shiite religious authority in Iraq, Sheikh Muḥammad 

al-Shīrāzī increased his activities in raising the Iraqi issue at both regional and 

international levels. For instance, he asked Faisal b. Ḥussein to present the Iraqi issue 

to the Paris Peace Conference and the League of Nations, whilst also requesting 

independence for Iraq.658  In addition, he gave support to political parties, tribal 

leaders, and dignitaries from different regions in preparing statements calling for 

Iraq’s independence. He also demanded to send these statements to Faisal b. Ḥussein 

to submit to the International Peace Conference and the League of Nations. It can be 

inferred that Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī was trying to substantiate the idea that 

Iraq’s independence was the aim for all citizens in Iraq, as this would give legitimacy 

to this demand at international conferences. As a result, Najaf’s dignitaries, 659 

Karbala’s leaders and clerics, and notables from Kadhimain,660 and Hillah,661 wrote 

statements authorising Faisal b. Ḥussein to call for Iraq’s independence and to 

nominate his brother Prince ‘Abdullah as King of Iraq.662 It can be concluded that 

the Iraqi people asked Faisal to present the Iraqi issue at international conferences 

and demand the right to self-determination for the Iraq people on two grounds. First, 

the Iraqis considered Prince Faisal as the representative of the Arabs at international 

conferences. Secondly, the common elements between the Iraqis and Prince Faisal, 

such as religion, ethnicity and language, led the Iraqi people to ask Faisal to defend 

their rights at international conferences. 

  In addition, a meeting was held in Najaf in late July 1919, where the attendees 

discussed the importance of sending similar statements to al-Sharīf Ḥussein b. ‘Ali 

in al-Hijaz and they agreed that Sheikh Muḥammad Riḍā al-Shibībī would deliver 

the statements.663 He left Najaf and arrived in Mecca where he met al-Sharīf Ḥussein 

b. ‘Ali and gave him the statements and a letter from Sheikh Muḥammad al-
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Vol. 2, pp.263–264. 
662 Ibid., ‘Telegram from leaders of Karbala to Faisal b. Ḥussein, Dated 11 June 1919’, Vol. 2, pp. 

249–252. 
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Shīrāzī.664 Al-Sharīf Ḥussein b. ‘Ali sent the statements to his son Faisal b. Ḥussein, 

who was attending the Peace Conference in Paris, and asked him to defend Iraq and 

the Iraqi people’s right to independence. 665  He then sent a letter to Sheikh 

Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, offering to do his best to support Iraqi independence and 

thanking him for his confidence in choosing him for this responsibility. 666 

Furthermore, the heads of Kadhimain demanded that Sheikh Mahdī al-Kālisī lead the 

peaceful resistance in Baghdad against the British.667 Thus, Sheikh Muḥammad al-

Shīrāzī succeeded in creating a new approach for passive resistance through 

encouraging various parties and clan leaders in Iraq to participate in raising the Iraqi 

issue at regional and international levels. This was another factor that contributed to 

the emergence of signs of nation building. 

As a result of the increasing amount of activities against the British, Wilson 

visited Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī in Karbala to persuade him to change his 

policy, but he failed.668 After failing to achieve any of his objectives, Sir Arnold 

Wilson described Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, the main jurist in Karbala, as a man 

who was the age of dementia surrounded by a group of wealth seekers who did not 

have consciences and only hoped to gain money by opposing the British.669 It was 

clear that Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī sought to achieve Iraqi independence 

through unifying the Sunnis and Shiites; he would not bow to the attempts made by 

the British authorities to prevent him from achieving his goal. 

It was clear that the British perceived Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī’s activities 

as a serious threat to their interests in the Middle Euphrates region. This was 
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specifically true of the activities of the Islamic Association in Karbala, which was 

led by his son, Muḥammad Riḍā. Therefore, on 2 August 1919, British officials 

arrested a number of members of the Islamic Association in Karbala.670 In response 

to these arbitrary arrests, Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī sent a letter to the British 

expressing his opposition to these measures and his desire to emigrate to Persia.671 

As a result, clerics from Najaf, members of the Secret Party of Najaf, and a group of 

youths from Najaf wrote a letter to Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, agreeing with his 

protest but asking him not to go to Persia. They also declared their intention to leave 

with him if necessary.672  

Sheikh Muḥammad's decision raised the fears of the British authorities for two 

reasons. First, it would affect British interests in Persia because he had wide influence 

and religious authority over Shiites throughout the world. Secondly, he might issue 

a religious fatwa against the British from Persia. Concerned, as to what to do, Sir 

Arnold Wilson sent a letter to Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī justifying the detentions 

based on the suspects’ actions against the British.673 The British decided to deport 

Sayid Muḥammad ‘Ali Ṭabāṭabā’ī to Samarra where he would stay under 

surveillance and to deport Sayid Muḥammad Mahdī al-Mawlūdī to India. 674 

However, the detention lasted only four months until the British released the suspects 

due to Wilson’s fear of the consequences.675 He also sent a large amount of money 

to Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī through Muḥammad Ḥussein Khān al-Kābūlī. They 
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9 August 1919’, Vol. 2, pp.285–286 and ‘ Telegram form members of the Secret Party of Najaf and 

a group of youths from the city of Najaf to Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, Dated 9 August 1919’, 

Vol. 2, pp.287–288. 
673 F.O. 371/6348/99 ‘Administration Reports, Hillah Division, 1919, Wilson’s Letters to al-

Shīrāzī, Aug 9 1919’. 
674 Al-Jbūrī, Kāmil, Wathāʼiq al-Thawra al-ʻIrāqiya al-Kubrā Muqadimātuhā Wa Natāʼijuhā 

(Documents of the Great Iraqi Revolution: Introductions and Results), (Beirut, 2009) ‘ Telegram 
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money was refused.676  Overall, Wilson’s attempts to win the support of Sheikh 

Muḥammad Taqī al-Shīrāzī failed. 

Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, alongside other clerics and tribal leaders, 

peacefully resisted the British. They also adopted a new approach by raising the Iraqi 

issue at an international level. They delivered statements to Faisal b. al-Ḥussein to 

defend Iraq and the Iraqi people’s right to independence at international conferences. 

However, these methods and strategies did not achieve their ambitions. Therefore, 

Iraqi leaders decided to continue their passive resistance against the British by using 

more effective strategies such as hold meetings and peaceful demonstrations. 

5.6. Referendum led to Organised-Resistance (Meetings and peaceful 

demonstrations) 

The important stage of passive resistance against the British began in late 1919, 

when ‘Ali al-Bāzirkān, Ḥassan Riḍā and ‘Ibrāhīm ‘Uthmān requested permission to 

establish a private secondary school in Baghdad. 677  With British approval, the 

officially opening date was 21 November 1919;678 a group of people who believed in 

nationalistic ideas were elected to the school’s administration. 679  The school 

administration held weekly meetings, which where thought to be ostensibly literary, 

however they were actually political gatherings.680 The school became dedicated to 

political activity against the British and promoted nationalistic patriotic ideas.681 In 

late 1919, the school founders decided to re-establish the Iraq Guards of 

Independence Association (Jam‘iyat Haras Al-’Istiqlāl) and host it at the school.682 
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Modern History of Iraq) (Beirut, 2005) (First published 1969), Vol. 5, p.99. 
677 Al-Bāzirkān, ʻAli, p.110. 
678 Ibid., p.111. 
679 Fayḍī, Sulaymān, Fī Ghamrat al-Niḍāl (In the Midst of the Struggle) (Baghdad, 1952), p.241. 

(The group Each of  ‘Abdu al-Wahāb al-Nā’ib, Ḥassan Riḍā, Khālid Shābandar, Jalāl Bābān, 
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Thus, the nationalists in Baghdad succeeded in reorganising political action in their 

city secretly. There was no freedom in holding political meetings or to form any sort 

of organisation, as Iraq was under military rule by the British. This was considered 

to be a most ingenious move by the nationalists because it played a role in beginning 

a new phase of passive resistance against the British. 

The Association had originally been confined to the educated class in Baghdad, 

but when it was re-established, the founders realised that political action needed the 

participation of all different classes, communities, races, and political parties in Iraq 

to achieve its goals, and especially the independence of Iraq. This was obvious 

through the principles of the Iraq Guards of Independence Association.683 It can be 

inferred that there were two reasons that led the nationalists to work as a team with 

all the sects and political parties in Iraq, especially the Shiites. First, the fatwa of 

Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī which called for the election of a Muslim to rule Iraq 

encouraged the nationalists to work with the Shiite political parties in the holy cities. 

Secondly, the harmonisation of Shiite and nationalist demands about the future of 

Iraq, such as selecting one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein as ruler, played a role in 

creating a rapprochement between the nationalists in Baghdad and the Shiites in the 

holy cities. As a result, many traders and clerics joined, mostly notably Shiites such 

as al-Sayid Muḥammad al-Ṣadr, Sheikh Bāqir Shibībī and Ja‘far Abū al-Timan.684 

Thus, the Association included nationalists and influential people from Sunni and 

Shiite sects. These people had a great influence on the Association due to their 

relationships with clerics and tribal leaders in the holy cities and in other cities in 

Iraq. In addition, Sayid Muḥammad al-Ṣadr was heavily influenced by the reformist 

ideas of Jamāl al-Dīn al-’Afghānī and Muḥammad ‘Abduh and by nationalist ideas 

that were spreading from Egypt and Syria.685 He refused to accede to the Turks 
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because of their opposition to Arab nationalism. 686  In addition, the Association 

persuaded the Youth Jaa‘fariya Association (Jam‘iyat Al-Shabāb Al-Ja‘fariya) to 

join and work collectively.687 It should also be noted that the Association attracted 

many in Baghdad, including Sāmī Kūnd and Qāsim al-‘Alawī. 688  Thus, the 

Association succeeded in persuading some political parties in Baghdad and 

influential figures in the Middle Euphrates region to join the Association and work 

collectively to achieve common goals. 

As a result of the increasing number of members and the activities of the 

Association, tasks were distributed among members and a governing body was 

formed. Sayid Muḥammad al-Ṣadr was selected as president of the association, Ja‘far 

Abū al-Timan as secretary and liaison between the clerics and tribal leaders in the 

Middle Euphrates region, and ‘Ali al-Bāzirkān as the director responsible for 

communication among members.689 The Russian orientalist Kotlov describes the 

Association’s administrative board as an “educated bourgeoisie of traders, feudal 

lords, and clerics”.690 Thus, the various social classes merged into the Association; 

this gave the Association more strength to achieve its common goal; the full 

independence of Iraq. Such a goal played a major role in the merger of the various 

social classes into the Association. The Association also sought to disseminate its 

ideas in different areas of Iraq. Therefore, it set up branches in Kadhimain, Najaf, 

Hillah, al-Shamiyah, and other areas.691 

The members of the Association met to discuss political issues and develop 

plans.692 This led to a decision to post leaflets against British authority amongst 

Baghdad’s residents and to their urging Iraqi youth to claim their rights. They also 

sought to increase the Association’s members and supporters.693 In addition, they 
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decided to increase the number of activities that they were engaged in, in order to 

attract more important people in the Middle Euphrates region. They did this for three 

reasons. First, the Shiite clerics and the leaders of the clans in the Middle Euphrates 

region had a large amount of influence throughout Iraq. Secondly, the Association 

aimed to increase teamwork across Iraq. It entrusted this role to Sheikh Muḥammad 

Bāqir al-Shibībī because he had already established good social relations with clerics 

and tribal leaders in the Middle Euphrates region. He made several visits to the region 

during March 1920 and convinced many influential people to participate in the Iraq 

Guards of Independence Association’s activities. One such person was Hadī Zuwīn 

and Muḥsin Silāsh, who went to Baghdad to learn about the Association’s 

objectives.694 Thirdly, the tribes in Middle Euphrates region were considered to be a 

military force in Iraq because they possessed quantities of weapons. It was believed 

that they would have supported the Association when its members decided to launch 

an armed revolution against the British.695 

There are three reasons that led the Association to succeed in attracting many 

influential people in the Middle Euphrates region. First, there were an increasing 

number of young educated nationalists among its members who had imbibed 

nationalists ideas and were active in spreading party propaganda. Secondly, the party 

attempted to unite the long rival sects, Sunni and Shiite, in the national struggle 

against the British administration. Thirdly, common elements such as ethnicity, 

language, religion, and others, played key roles in the convergence of ideas between 

the nationalists and influential people in the Middle Euphrates region. Thus, the 

features of forming a coalition between nationalists, clerics, and clans emerged; they 

contributed to the emergence of signs of nation building. 

In addition, Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī played a significant role in this 

phase of passive resistance through his use of religious authority, and his ability to 

work collectively and in cooperation with all the sects and races in Iraq against the 

British. He issued a fatwa forbidding working for the British, and in response, a large 

number of Iraqis resigned from their jobs.696 It was clear that the Sheikh was seeking 

to exert pressure on the British administration through this fatwa. He also wrote to 
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tribal leaders in various parts of Iraq encouraging them to unite and put aside their 

differences to work collectively to gain Iraq’s independence. He sent letters to the 

heads of the Muntafiq tribes,697 ‘Ali Faḍil,698 and Nāyif al-Mushārī,699 requesting 

that they end their disagreements and work together against the British.700 He also 

used his religious authority to achieve his objectives. He sent a letter to Sayid Nūr al-

Yāsirī, authorising him to use religious funds (khoums), to serve the struggle for Iraqi 

independence.701 It was obvious through the activities of the Association and Sheikh 

Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī and other clerics that they were starting to work together to 

achieve their common goal: independence. 

As a result of the activities of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī and the 

Association, the nationalists and clerics and tribal leaders in the Middle Euphrates 

agreed during a meeting that was held in the house of Sayid Abū al-Qāsim al-Kāshānī 

as to the need to begin armed revolution against the British administration. 702 

However, they were divided on the best way to go about such a mission. They agreed 

to ask Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī for his opinion as he represented a chief of Shiite 

religious authority.703 They met with Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī and he told them, 

‘If these are your decisions and these are your beliefs, God will help you’.704 It can 

be concluded from previous events and from the answer of Sheikh Muḥammad al-

Shīrāzī that he supported an armed revolution against the British. However, he 

wanted the decision of conducting an armed revolution to be supported by the 

majority of the Iraqi people in order that the likelihood of its achieving its goals was 

maximised. He did not want the situation to replicate the Najaf revolution of 1918 

which had failed and did not achieve its goals due to a lack of support from a majority 

of the Iraqi people.  
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At another meeting, all the participants from the previous meeting agreed to 

continue their resistance for independence through peaceful means. They also agreed 

that if the British rejected their demands, they would resort to armed resistance.705 

This meeting marked the declaration of a coalition among the nationalists, clerics, 

and clans to oppose British rule. Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī sought to involve the 

influential tribes in the Middle Euphrates region in the coalition to increase its 

strength in order to achieve its objectives. To this end, he sent a letter through Sheikh 

Rḥūm al-Zuwālmī on 6 May 1920, informing the clans and leaders of the Rumaitha 

and Summawa regions about the decisions reached at the meeting. He also invited 

them to prepare for the next phase of resistance.706 Thus, Sheikh Muḥammad played 

a major role in the declaration and organisation of the coalition due to his position 

and the power that he wielded in Iraq. 

After the formation of the coalition and the political developments that took 

place in the holy cities, the nationalists decided to increase their activities against the 

British by holding more meetings. They also sought to involve the Sunni and Shiite 

sects within Iraqi society in their activities.707 They chose the mosques as a place to 

hold their meetings and activities.708 These locations were decided upon because the 

mosque and other religious places were immune from government intervention. 

Mosques were not only for prayer, they were also a place where preaching and 

teaching took place. On Fridays and other sacred days, special meetings were 

normally held at which the orator delivered a speech dealing with other issues, 

including politics. Therefore, the nationalists exploited the mosques and the common 

element between the two communities, namely Islam, in order to achieve their goals. 

As a result, many meetings were held in Sunni and Shiite mosques.709 These were 

attended by many nationalists, clerics, and tribal leaders from Baghdad and the 

Middle Euphrates. Shortly thereafter, similar meetings were held in Najaf, Karbala, 
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Hillah, and Mosul.710 Cumulatively, they succeeded in creating a rapprochement 

between the Shiites and Sunnis through these meetings in the mosques. In addition, 

the members of the coalition sought to create a rapprochement and a sense of unity 

with the Christian and Jewish communities through common elements such as the 

need for a homeland and the concept of destiny.711 Thus, the coalition relied on the 

common elements found among the Iraqi people to confront the British authorities; 

this contributed to nation building. 

These meetings and the rapprochement between the various communities in 

Iraq raised concerns amongst members of the British administration; they considered 

these meetings to be a direct threat to their interests and their continued rule of Iraq. 

This was obvious through the measures taken by the British troops in these meetings 

and organisers. In one case British force in two military vehicles fired on the audience 

during a meeting in the Ḥaydarī Khān Mosque, killing a man.712 In addition, Balfour, 

the military governor of Baghdad, summoned a group of the organisers of these 

meetings and he warned them that the British could suppress these meetings at any 

time.713 

The organisers of these meetings sought to thwart the British authorities and 

continued to hold meetings through obtaining support from Sheikh Muḥammad al-

Shīrāzī. Therefore, Ja‘far Abū al-Timan asked Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī to 

encourage the leaders and clans of the Middle Euphrates to attend subsequent 

meetings.714 Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī wrote to Ja‘far Abū al-Timan, expressed 

joy at the convergence of Baghdad residents under the banner of independence of 

Iraq, whilst simultaneously encouraging him to obey the teachings of Islam and 

protect the rights of non-Muslims, foreigners, and strangers.715 In addition, Sheikh 
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Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī sent letters to the tribal leaders and informed them that the 

residents of Baghdad, Kadhimain, Najaf, and Karbala had agreed to hold peaceful 

demonstrations calling for Iraq’s independence.716 He also asked them to peacefully 

demonstrate their rights and to send their demands to Baghdad, while maintaining 

public security and respecting the rights of others from various denominations and 

sects.717 It was clear that the leadership role of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī at this 

stage was one of passive resistance in facing the British authorities. 

As a result, a group of scholars and clerics in Najaf met in the house of Sheikh 

Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī. They agreed to call for independence under 

an Arab government and to demonstrate peacefully in support of the people of 

Baghdad, before electing a number of eminent people from the al-Shamiyah and 

Najaf provinces to submit their demands to Sir Arnold Wilson.718  Additionally, 

another group of clerics, tribal leaders from al-Shamiyah and Najaf,719 and tribal 

elders from Rumaitha met and expressed support for the delegates delivering 

demands to the civil administrator in Baghdad.720 Moreover, on 3 June 1920, a group 

of clerics and leaders in Karbala elected delegates for the same purpose.721 Sheikh 

Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī,722 and Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī723 

sent a letter to Sayid Nūr al-Yāsirī, who had been appointed as a representative of the 

provinces of Shamiyah and Najaf. They asked him to work diligently and faithfully 
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delegates including, ‘Abdu al Ḥussain al-Shīrāzī, Sheikh Muḥammad al-Khālisī, Sayid Muḥammad 
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to serve Islam and Iraqi independence.724  The objective of this letter was to give 

confidence and support to Sayid Nūr al-Yāsirī and other delegates. 

The delegates of al-Shamiyah and Najaf met in the city of Najaf on 6 June 1920 

and decided to request a meeting with Major Norbury to discuss the Iraqi issue.725 

Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī reinforced this request in a separate 

letter to Major Norbury.726 As a result, a meeting was held between Major Norbury 

and the delegates; they presented him with their demands.727 The first demand was 

to hold a conference in Baghdad to form an independent Arab government headed 

by an Arab Muslim King. The second demand was the recognition of the freedom of 

the press and publishing, and the third was permission to establish political rallies in 

all parts of Iraq.728 The delegates did not receive a reply from the civil ruler.729 

Therefore, the delegates decided to publish their demands in all regions of Iraq by 

sending a letter to the civil ruler asking him to implement their demands.730 

 Arnold Wilson sent a letter to the delegates of the provinces of al-Shamiyah 

and Najaf summarising British policy in Iraq. First, an independent government 

would be established to ensure Iraq’s independence under the League of Nations but 

it would be supervised by the British government. Secondly, the British government 

would be responsible for maintaining the internal and external security of Iraq. 

Thirdly, Britain would be compelled to form a basic law for Iraq. Fourthly, His 

                                                        
724 Ibid., ‘Telegram form Sheikh Muḥammad Taqī al-Ḥā’irī al-Shīrāzī and Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh 
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Majesty’s government would appoint Sir Percy Cox to carry out these tasks. Sir Percy 

Cox would return to Iraq in the autumn of 1920 and assume the post of the supreme 

representative of the British government in Iraq after the termination of the existing 

military administration. He would have the power to regulate the Shura Council 

under the chairmanship of an Arab person and to organise an Arab conference 

representing all the sects of the Iraqi people. 731  It was obvious that the British 

administration sought to continue their rule in Iraq. Therefore, demonstrations and 

protests against British authority were held in the Middle Euphrates region. The most 

important of these meetings was held in Karbala inside the shrine of Al-Ḥussein b. 

‘Ali on June 21 1920.732 Thus, the cooperation and coordination between nationalists, 

Sunnis, and Shiites resulted in the formation of a coalition which had unified 

demands about the future of Iraq. This process contributed to the emergence of the 

signs of nation building. 

As a result, British officials arrested a number of prominent people in an 

attempt to calm the situation, one of those arrested was Hindāwī R’ūf ‘Amīn, the 

leader of the Association, in Hillah and exiled him to Hinjam Island.733 In addition, 

the British arrested twelve prominent men in Karbala;734 who were all deported to 

Hinjam Island,735 except for Ḥibat al-Dīn Shihristānī as he was ill.736 The arrests 

sparked a storm of political protests, meetings, petitions, and demonstrations that 

were stronger than the earlier ones; these gave rise to the idea of armed revolt against 

the British.737  
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5.7. Conclusion 

The referendum illustrated the limits of colonial contrivance. This chapter 

discussed the independence movements in Iraq during its heyday (1918-1920). This 

analytical discussion demonstrated how this movement had potential for substaintial 

change as is discussed in Chapter Six. The referendum showed the unwillingness of 

the British administration to concede to demands for self-governance. Furthermore, 

the referendum illustrated the two choices that were put to the Iraqis in the 

referendum: one was to accept a puppet government under the British mandate. The 

other was direct British military rule. Therefore, it can be said that Britain sought to 

continue its rule of Iraq and that it was unwilling to grant independence to the Iraqi 

people. 

During the period of passive resistance, from 1918 to 1920, cooperation and 

coordination came into being between Sunnis, Shiites, and nationalists against the 

British administration. The first signs of cooperation and coordination emerged when 

the British administration decided to hold a referendum for the Iraqi people about the 

future of the rule of Iraq. The people sought to thwart the British referendum. In 

addition, they succeeded in uniting their demands, which included the full 

independence of Iraq without the custodianship or mandate of a foreign country, the 

appointment of an Arab government headed by an Arab Muslim king from one of the 

sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein, and an elected legislative council. They did not succeed, 

except in areas directly under there influence (e.g. Baghdad Kadhimain, Najaf, 

Karbala), because of the measures taken by the regional political rulers based on 

instructions from Wilson, the British civil commissioner in Baghdad. 

 Afterwards, the Shiite clerics sought to raise the Iraqi issue at the regional and 

international level. They also encouraged the people to write statements to Faisal b. 

al-Ḥussein to defend Iraq and the Iraqi people’s right to independence at international 

conferences. However, this method did not achieve its objectives.  

During this period, the level of organisation and collective action increased 

between nationalists, Sunnis, and Shiites. This was achieved by holding meetings, 

distributing pamphlets, giving speeches, conducting peaceful demonstrations, and 

issuing fatwas. These efforts succeeded in creating a religious, tribal, and nationalist 

coalition in various parts of Iraq, particularly in Baghdad and the Middle Euphrates. 

The common elements amongst them, such as language, religion, ethnicity, destiny, 
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played key roles in forming a coalition. The coalition contributed to the emergence 

signs of nation building and unified the different sects and races to achieve a common 

goal: the independence of Iraq without mandate. This coalition repeatedly submitted 

demands to the British, to which the latter did not agree. Rather, it took measures, 

such as arrests and sentences of exile, to intimidate the Iraqi people. As a result of 

these actions, the passive resistance failed to achieve independence for Iraq. Despite 

the failure of passive resistance, however, the idea of an armed revolution against the 

British emerged and gained support from many important people in regions across 

Iraq during the period of passive resistance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six 

Representing the 1920 Revolution in Iraq 

This chapter continues the discussion about the role of religious institutions in 

Iraqi politics from the end of Ottoman rule to the events of the 1920 revolt against 

the British. This revolt, which came to be known as ‘The great Iraqi revolution’, is 

one of the most important events in the modern history of Iraq. The coalition of tribal 

leaders, nationalists, and Shiite clerics sought to achieve the independence of Iraq 

through armed resistance after the coalition’s failure to achieve its demands through 

peaceful resistance between 1918-1920. This stage began with the issuance of fatwa 
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by Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, a fatwas which called on the Iraqi people to claim 

their rights and to use force if the British refused to implement their demands. When 

the Iraqi Revolution started on 30 June 1920, the coalition sought to involve Iraqi 

people from various areas in the revolution against the British. However, Khdim 

opined that the British underestimated the level of influence that the Shiite clerics 

had over the tribes in the middle Euphrates.738 Mrs Bell wrote to her father that ‘the 

release of Sha‘lān Abū al-Jūn from al-Rumaitha locked up by his tribesmen set the 

Euphrates on fire’.739 This chapter argues that it was the clans and tribes, especially 

in the Middle Euphrates region, who led the resistance against the British.  

This chapter provides a thorough examination of the historical period that led 

Iraq to form itself into a modern state. In doing so, this chapter analyses the role of 

the coalition of tribal leaders, nationalists, and Shiite clerics during the Iraqi 

Revolution. It also looks at how a coalition that included the nationalists in Baghdad, 

the Shiite clerics in the holy cities and the clans (especially in the Middle Euphrates 

region) was established to resist the British despite their differences in ideology. The 

chapter provides a detail discussion of the internal and external causes that led to the 

Iraqi Revolution.  

In addition, the coalition played a major role in providing all that was needed 

to ensure the success of the revolution. The coalition sent representatives to different 

areas of Iraq to incite the tribes to participate in the revolution and collected the 

money needed to support the revolution. Moreover, councils were established by the 

coalition to lead the revolution. Newspapers were also founded by the coalition to 

spread news of the revolution inside and outside Iraq. Finally, the coalition held talks 

with the British. During the Iraqi Revolution, the coalition succeeded in unifying the 

various sects, races, and classes against Britain; this contributed to the emergence of 

the signs of nation-building. 

6.1.The causes of the Iraqi Revolution 

To understand the Iraqi Revolution, it is important to examine the causes that 

led to the armed revolution against the British. The factors which led to the revolution 
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were internal and external. The 1920 revolt differed from previous examples of 

resistance against the British, including those already addressed within this thesis.  

A huge political factor was that the British refused to grant Iraq full 

independence coupled with their false promises to the Iraqi people. During the First 

World War, the British made many promises to the Iraqi people to stand beside them 

against the Ottomans, and to help them gain independence and freedom.740 The most 

famous of these promises was the proclamation of General Sir Stanley Maude, which 

was issued on 19 March 1917, after the occupation of Baghdad.741 The proclamation 

was distributed in the name of General Maude.742 General Maude had protested 

against the proclamation because he saw it as unnecessary and ill timed. He held that 

the proclamation would create confusion in the minds of the Arabs as to the future 

intentions of Great Britain, and would unduly arouse their hopes and ambitions at a 

time when the authority of the British army had to remain supreme and 

unquestioned.743 Despite these reservations and misgivings, Sir Percy Cox stuck to 

the content of the proclamation; as a result, a dispute emerged between General 

Maude and Sir Percy Cox. Eventually, the crisis ended with Sir Percy Cox being 

granted the powers that he had requested.744  

In addition, the Anglo-French announcement had a major impact on the Iraqi 

people. Captain Mann, the Assistant Officer in al-Shamiayah, stated that the Iraqi 

people had one genuine cry, namely that the allies including Britain did not keep their 

promises. He also mentioned that the Anglo-French Charter, published 18 November 

1918, and the letter sent to the people of Baghdad in March 1917, made these 

sentiments obvious.745  
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When the British seized control of Iraq and organised its administrative 

structure, they did not fulfil their promises to the Iraqi people. As a result, the clerics, 

tribal leaders, nationalists, and intellectuals in Iraq asked the British to fulfil their 

promises, but they did not receive any response.746 In the middle Euphrates, tribes 

tried to achieve their demands through peaceful means.747 When these methods did 

not yield any positive results, the leaders of the tribes in al-Shmaiyah and al-

Mishkhab declared themselves in armed revolution against the British. This initially 

happened in the al-Rumaitha region;748 thereafter, the revolution spread into different 

areas within Iraq.749  

Captain Mann met with the elders of the Āl Fatla tribe and attempted to 

dissuade them from participating in the revolution. During his meeting, he informed 

those who were gathered that Sayid ‘Alwān al-Yāsirī had told him ‘you offered us 

independence, we never asked for it, we have never dreamt of it till you put the idea 

into our head: for hundreds of years the country has lived in a state as far removed 

from independence as it is possible to conceive; then you come with your promise 

for independence, and every time we ask for it you imprison us’.750 Captain Mann 

commented on the words of Sayid ‘Alwān al-Yāsirī and stated that ‘he did not know 

what could be done with these false promises, which could only made by politicians 

fools. However, he said, as these promises were approved, they became obligatory, 

and what they were trying to do as a department was unbearable’.751  

In addition, Gertrude Bell, in a letter to her father on 10 December 1920, 

showed her disapproval of such policies and stated that she believed that it was better 

to recognise the political aspirations of the Iraqis from the outset, as such policies 

made matters difficult for the British. The most important factor leading to the Iraqi 

Revolution on 30 June 1920 was the lack of implementation of the promises given 

by the British to the Iraqi people.752 
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 Internally, the British political rulers in Iraq did not have much experience. 

Most of the political rulers and their assistants who took administrative positions in 

the provinces of Iraq were young officers.753 They were typically of the rank of Major 

or Captain and were under forty years of age, with the majority being aged under 

thirty.754 Hubert Young mentions that Iraq was an important territory, so it was 

irrational for it to be ruled by young men such as Sir Arnold Wilson. He proposed to 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that Sir Percy Cox be reinstated to rule Iraq as soon 

as possible because it was better for the British and the Iraqis.755  

Of course, the political leaders did not know the Arabic language or the 

customs and values of the Arabs. This caused a lot of problems with tribal leaders 

and had negative consequences for the British authorities in Iraq.756 Haldane believed 

that ill treatment by the political rulers in various regions of Iraq was the cause of the 

revolution against the British.757 The most relevant example of this was the actions 

of Colonel G. E. Leachman. ‘Abdu al-‘Azīz al-Qassāb said that he met Colonel 

Leachman for the first time when he was assigned to the post of district 

commissioner. Leachman asked him to hold his horse, but al-Qassāb refused to do 

so. As a result, Colonel Leachman struck him with a stick on the back and accused 

him of being a traitor. ‘Abdu al-‘Azīz al-Qassāb replied, ‘I am not a traitor; I am the 

district commissioner’. Colonel Leachman replied that all of them were traitors.758 

Colonel Leachman insulted ‘Ajīl al-Yāwir, a head of the tribe of Shammar, when he 

was in Mosul, and this was the cause of ‘Ajīl al-Yāwir's rebellion against the British. 

Al-Yāwir told Gertrude Bell that the reason for the rebellion was Leachman's insult, 

as he compared Al-Yāwir to a woman and did not respect his position as a tribal 

leader.759 In addition to this, Colonel Leachman insulted another tribal leader, Zūba‘ 

Dhārī al-Maḥmūd. As a result of this insult, the sons of Dhārī al-Maḥmūd killed 

Colonel Leachman. Gertrude Bell wrote to her father that Colonel Leachman was 

killed when he stopped at the tent of Sheikh Zūba ‘on his way to Fallujah and insulted 
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the guards for not preserving the security of the road’.760 Gertrude Bell wrote that she 

had expected this to happen because of the improper actions of Colonel Leachman 

towards the tribal leaders.761 

One of the cruellest British leaders was Major C. Daly, the political ruler of 

Diwaniyah, who was known for his ill treatment of the inhabitants of Diwaniyah.762 

An example of his improper conduct occurred when Major C. Daly issued orders that 

any traveller to the Diwaniyah area must dismount from their horse five hundred 

metres before their arrival into the city. The inhabitants of Diwaniyah did not accept 

these orders because they considered them to be an affront to their dignity. This order 

showed that Daly did not know either the habits or the traditions of the Arabs.763 

Another person who transgressed the accepted norms of society was Captain Webb, 

the assistant political officer in the ‘Afak district. He insulted one of the clan’s elders, 

Ṣakbān Abū Jāsim. One day, an important Sheikh from the Āl-Badir tribe named 

Ṣakbān Abū Jāsim was sitting in the office of Captain Webb when the Captain's dog 

came in and began sniffing the Sheik's cloak. The Sheikh rudely yelled at the dog 

and had it removed. Captain Webb asked him for the reason for his behaviour and 

the Sheikh told him that the dog was nejis (impure). Captain Webb replied, ‘He is 

cleaner than you because I bathe him twice a day’. The Sheikh stormed out of the 

office and cursed him.764 The lack of experience of the officers who were placed in 

positions of absolute power in different areas in Iraq was one of the reasons for the 

revolution against the British. 

After the First World War, the British authorities introduced a series of 

economic, social and legal policies into Iraq which had positive and negative results. 

The negative consequences of these policies were among the factors that contributed 

to the revolution against the British. Creating a new legal system, the British 

introduced new laws and legal patterns using a variety of excuses – including the 

assertion that there was a lack of existent local laws. Although Ottoman laws were 

applied in Iraq before the British invasion, the tribes did not generally utilise judiciary 

officials and the courts to resolve disputes during the period of Ottoman rule. Instead, 
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they solved disputes through inherited customary laws.765 In every clan, there were 

people who specialised in inherited customary laws; these people were considered 

the judges of the clan. The tribes considered a person who resorted to official courts 

as a weak member of the clan; those who took revenge by themselves were 

considered strong.766 When the British occupied Iraq, they tried to keep the new laws 

as tools in the hands of loyal tribal leaders. This was done with the idea of 

maintaining security and order amongst the tribes.767 During the period of Ottoman 

rule, the officials of the Ottoman Empire did not apply the laws and regulations, and 

there was a lot of administrative corruption such as bribery and nepotism.768 During 

the era of British administration, the laws and regulations were applied and the 

impact of bribery and nepotism was reduced,769 this was not accepted by a large 

majority of the Iraqi people. This was due to the fact that people had been accustomed 

to the former regime.770 Muḥammad Ṭāhir al-‘Amrī expressed the indignation of 

many Iraqi people to such laws.771 In particular, the British appointed some common 

folk to occupy government positions, and the government departments became full 

of Indians and Iranians and Iraqis of lower classes. 772  The Iraqi people were 

accustomed to respecting people of high status, so they complained about the 

personalities who had taken the senior positions.773 Carter, the advisor of the Iraqi 

Ministry of Justice in 1920, noted that abandoning the system with which the people 

were familiar was a cause of serious harassment and it turned out to be undesirable.774 

The legal measures taken by the British did not receive acceptance from many Iraqis 

and they were amongst the reasons for the rejection of British administration in the 

country. 

Economically, when the British occupied Iraq, their intentions had been to 

secure their economic interests, especially those related to oil. Herbert Asquith, the 
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British Prime Minister (1908–1916), mentioned that the purpose of the occupation of 

Mesopotamia was to neutralise the Arabs, to protect the oil fields, and to maintain 

British authority in the East.775 After the British occupation of the Faw and Basra 

areas, the British decided to occupy the rest of Iraq including Mosul and Baghdad.776 

As a result of this decision and the requirements of military operations, including 

food provisions, the modifications of roads and the construction of railways, there 

was unprecedented monetary inflation in Iraq.777 As a result, many merchants and 

farm owners achieved record profits through selling food.778 However, their success 

came at a price; a great many normal Iraqi people experienced shortages of food and 

higher food prices. The people in Khanaqin suffered from famine, and there was no 

cultivation, whilst in Samarra people suffered from a severe lack of food.779  In 

November 1918, the towns of al-Samawa, al-Rumaitha, and al-Diwaniyah had only 

enough supplies for four months, and the towns of Hillah, Musayyab, and Hindiya 

had supplies for only six months.780 Between 1917 and 1918, the price of a tag jar of 

wheat in Hillah jumped from £8 to £10 and then to £100.781 The rising prices and the 

unavailability of food did not appeal to many Iraqi people, so they publicly expressed 

their discontent.782       

Similarly, estate taxes rose during the time of British rule to three times the 

amount that had been charged and raised during the Ottoman period of rule. In 1909, 

these taxes increased to 33,11,412 R.s and in 1919, they grew to 114,45,500 R.s.783 

Due to higher taxes, some landowners were forced to distribute their land among 

their kinsmen. One of these was Ṣakbān al-Jāsim, the head of the Badir clan. He 

distributed a large part of his estate to members of his clan and asked them to pay the 

tax in exchange for ceding ownership.784 The collection of taxes resulted in many 

                                                        
775 Henry, Foster, pp.37-38. 
776 Al-Wardī, ʻAli, Lamḥāt ʼIjtimāʻiyā Min Tārīkh al-ʻIraq al- Ḥadīth (The Glimpses Social From 
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angry merchants, landlords and clan members; they were extremely annoyed at the 

British because the tax collection process was considered arbitrary and unjust.785 The 

validity of this viewpoint was confirmed by Wilson, who believed that one of the 

reasons for the revolution was the collection of taxes.786 In addition, the control of 

British companies over Iraq's foreign trade led to the breakdown of national trade 

companies.787 The economic changes wrought during the British rule of Iraq were an 

important factor in the revolution against the British.788 

In social terms, the tribes were in constant dispute with the Ottoman authorities 

during their rule, and there were often bloody battles between them.789 The policy 

pursued by the British was different to that which had been used by the Ottomans; 

rural areas were directly managed by the British and their policies involved 

cooperation with tribal leaders and landowners in running such areas.790 The British 

government stood on the side lines when there were disputes between the clans.791 

The objectives of this policy were to protect their British interests, to promote the 

concept of chiefdom, and to encourage the active involvement of tribal leaders loyal 

to Britain in the prevention of disputes.792 

In 1918, the British administration established tribal lawsuits to support the 

tribal system.793 This meant re-establishing the feudal regime against the principle of 

the development of political institutions. For example, the political ruler of Hillah, 

Major H. C. Pulley, reported in his annual report of 1918 that the main goal of that 
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year was to strengthen the sheikh’s position and to promote the tribal system.794 

Major Nalder, the political ruler of Al-Ramadi, also mentioned in his report that he 

was exerting a lot of effort to support and install Sheikh Dhārī al-Maḥmūd.795 Major 

Dickson also reported that he had tried to place the power of each clan in the hands 

of one person, and that the government would choose that person three and a half 

years in advance.796 As a result of this policy, several tribal members lost their power 

and status in their tribes and, as a result, supported the revolution and stood beside 

the rebels, hoping to restore their previous status.797 

 The British instigated a number of measures that had negative outcomes and 

were not accepted by the Iraqi people. For example, by the end of 1916, the British 

had established a military force made up of clan members and several foreigners; this 

was called Shubana. Its purpose was to preserve security and order.798 Later, the 

Shubana used violence against the people. As a result, they became pariahs in Iraqi 

society.799 The measures taken by the British against political opponents, such as 

those who were arrested and exiled to Hengam Island, stirred up public opinion and 

led to calls for an armed revolution.800 The most important figures that were arrested 

were Muḥammad Riḍā, the son of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, and Sha‘lān Abū 

al-Jūn, the head of the Zuwālim tribe.801 In addition, an execution carried out by the 

British against eleven people accused of participating in the murder of Captain 

Marshall had a significant impact on the people of Najaf in particular, as well as the 

people of Iraq in general.802 The Iraqis believed that the judgment was contrary to 

Islamic law and that it was not permissible to execute eleven people because one 

person had been slaughtered. All of these events increased individual reasons for 

participation in the Iraqi Revolution. Individual Iraqis hoped to gain independence 

and to eliminate the injustices and the persecutions that had been imposed on them. 
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In addition to internal causes, the revolution was also a result of various 

external causes. The neighbouring country of Iraq played an important role in the 

dissemination of hostile propaganda against the British. In turn, this encouraged the 

Iraqi people to carry out armed revolt against the British.  

 Concurrently, Syria was under an Arab government headed by Prince Faisal b. 

al-Ḥussein. He was assisted in the carrying out of his duties by a group of Iraqi 

officers who had previously been employed in the Ottoman army.803 These officers 

established a political party named Al-‘Ahd, under the chairmanship of Yāsīn Pāshā. 

The party had approximately three hundred members and operated branches in 

Damascus, Aleppo, Amman, and Madina.804 The main objective of the party was 

Iraq’s independence under the leadership of the Sharīf family.805 The party worked 

on the deployment of anti-British propaganda in all the regions of Iraq, as well as to 

the tribes that were based in the desert areas. The party published a newspaper called 

al-‘Iqāb, which was characterised by the enthusiastic manner in which it narrated 

Arab victories. This newspaper was regularly delivered secretly from Syria to Iraq 

via the Najaf road.806 In addition, letters from the officers were delivered to Sheikhs 

Mahdī al-Khālisī and Sayid Muḥammad Mahdī al-Ṣadr.807 The Al-‘Iqāb Newspaper 

continued publishing Arab news, and when the Egyptian Revolution began in March 

1919, the newspaper reported the news of the revolution extensively and showed how 

the Egyptians sabotaged the railways and attacked English artillery with sticks and 

stones.808 The party members in Syria succeeded in spreading propaganda against the 

British in Iraq as well as disseminating their call for the arrival of the sons of al-

Sharīf al-Ḥussein to rule Iraq. 

The link with Turkey was not as close, but was nevertheless still important. 

The Kemalists approached both the Shiite holy places as well as the Euphrates tribes 

by way of agents,809 of whom the most important was ‘Ajmī Pāshā al-Sa‘dūn. He 

was important because he maintained a small tribal force in the north of Iraq.810 The 
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cooperation between the pan-Arabs and the pro-Turks in Baghdad facilitated a 

similar rapprochement in the holy places. However, the main factor in the strength 

of the relationship between Turkey and the holy places was that the Shiite clerics 

(who were mostly anti-British by 1920) had long supported the Ottoman forces 

against the British invaders.811 On 27 March 1920, a pro-British notable who visited 

Najaf and Karbala gave the following information to the British administration: 

‘during my visit to Karbala I visited all the Chief Aliens and notables of the place. 

Their whole conversation was of the early return of the Turks to Iraq – not as in the 

old order of things but simply as advisers to a true Arab administration. They well 

all obviously engaged in the spreading of pan-Arab and pro-Turkish propaganda’.812 

Thus, the pro-Turks succeeded in spreading propaganda against the British 

authorities in different parts of Iraq. 

After the Russian Revolution, Lenin laid the foundations of Russian foreign 

policy and explained that there were deep connections between the struggle of the 

working class in seeking to further communism and the struggle of oppressed peoples 

to gain independence.813 Lenin worked on a rapprochement with Muslims and the 

Eastern countries and, in so doing, delivered a speech to the Muslims inviting them 

to build their own lives because their fate was in their own hands.814 As for the 

Eastern countries, such as Afghanistan, Iran and Turkey, he announced his support 

for them through defending their sovereignty and strengthening their economies.815 

Russia had relinquished the privileges that it had obtained during the reign of the 

Czars in these countries, and he tried to establish friendly relations with them.816 In 

addition, Lenin directed several speeches to the people in various countries around 

the world, inviting them to join the global struggle against colonialism.817 

The hostile policy of Lenin against the British, combined with his policy and 

support for the countries of the East, resulted in many British politicians who were 

working in Iraq at that time stating that Bolshevik propaganda had a direct role in the 

Iraqi revolt. British reports noted that news of the Bolshevik revolution and their 

publications was circulated in the holy cities and included a book entitled The 
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Bolshevik Principles.818 The reports also indicated that Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī 

issued a fatwa announcing that the Bolsheviks should be considered as friends of 

Islam.819 As for the British politicians who were working in Iraq at that time, the 

political ruler of Sulaymaniyah, Major Soun, said that the principles of Bolshevism 

were well known. 820  Gertrude Bell mentioned that there was evidence of the 

existence of an association founded by the Bolsheviks in cooperation with the Turks 

and that this organisation had been in contact with extreme Iraqi political associations 

for a long time in order to exploit common links between the Arabs and the Turks to 

embarrass the British in the Middle East.821 Muḥammad Riḍā, the son of Sheikh 

Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, was one of those who worked with the Bolsheviks; his name 

was mentioned in a telegram issued by the Bolsheviks in Rasht. The telegram 

explained that he was working for the Bolsheviks in Karbala.822      

The British reports and the views of British politicians did not give definitive 

proof of the existence of cooperation between the rebels and the Bolsheviks, but they 

were certain that the Bolshevik’s propaganda and principles had arrived in Iraq as 

they had in the rest of the world. The Al-Furāt newspaper, which was published in 

Najaf, reported that the effects of a revolution varied according to objectives of the 

given revolutionaries. Such objectives might include overthrowing a particular 

system and replacing it by another system, or changing the entire world’s system.823 

The Al-Furāt newspaper promoted the need to decide on a final plan, to secure the 

future of Iraq through fighting the Bolsheviks with the British after taking sufficient 

guarantees to obtain independence, or to go to war against the British with the 

Bolsheviks for independence. 824  It became clear that there were no direct links 

between the rebels and the Bolsheviks; the rebels considered themselves independent 

and ready to cooperate with any party to achieve their demands. As for the fatwa of 

Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, it did not resonate with Iraqi society, although the 

fatwa was issued by the highest religious authority. It was unlike the previous fatwas 
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of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī against the British, which were spread all over Iraq 

by his followers. The Syrian, Kamalian, and Bolshevik propaganda had a significant 

impact upon the Iraqi revolt against the British, but the governments of these 

countries did not provide direct support, such as money or arms to the rebels. This 

was confirmed by many of the leaders of the revolution.825 The impact was that it 

promoted the idea of a revolution, not communism itself. 

Another major event that was perhaps a motivating factor for Iraqis was the 

Egyptian Revolution of 1919.826 The Iraqi people were aware of the situation in 

Egypt from Syrian and Egyptian newspapers, which continually brought news of the 

Egyptian resistance to Iraq. No gathering went without the praise of Sa‘ad Zaghlul 

and his patriotism. In addition, as early as 1918, there was a bookstore in Najaf that 

was owned by a man named ‘Abdu al-Hamīd al-Zāhidī, which was dedicated in part 

to the distribution and sale of Egyptian and Syrian newspapers. This bookstore later 

became the headquarters of the revolutionary movement in Najaf, with connections 

to all parts of the Middle Euphrates region.827 The Egyptian Revolution was also 

present in the minds of Middle Euphrates intellectuals in 1920. Al-Furāt, the first 

newspaper published during the 1920 revolution, referred, in its second issue, to the 

similarity between Iraq's revolution and its sisters, the Irish and the Egyptian 

revolutions.828 Moreover, some Iraqis who had been affected by the approach of the 

Egyptians sent delegations to the British administration to negotiate with them. The 

influence of the delegation experience on the Iraqis residing in Baghdad was clear 

from their attempt to form their own delegation to negotiate with the British 

administration. The British, however, thwarted the efforts of this delegation just as it 

had that of the Egyptians. This rejection helped to unite the social groups in Iraqi 

society and they all became involved in the 1920 Iraqi Revolution against the British 

administration through a desire for the independence of Iraq. 
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6.2. The Iraqi Revolution of 1920  

Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī issued a fatwa to the Iraqi people to claim their 

rights and to use force if the British refused to implement their demands.829 This 

fatwa was explicit in its aims and was clear about the rights of the Iraqi people. 

Namely, independence and sovereignty, and their right to use all methods to achieve 

this goal if it was refused by the British administration. Achieving their goal required 

national unity; therefore, national, religious and sectarian divisions were to be 

avoided, and intellectual and political differences amongst the Iraqi people needed to 

be put aside for the greater good. After issuing this fatwa, the coalition began 

preparing for a revolution to ensure success. In the beginning, the members of the 

coalition sought to collect the money that would be needed to support the revolution. 

To this end, ‘Abdu-al-Ḥādī al-Ḥāj Jawād sent a letter to Sayid Abū al-Qāsim Kāshānī, 

one of the clergy supporters of the revolution, asking him to send an amount of money 

to finance the rebels.830 Sheikh al-Shīrāzī also sent a letter to Sayid Nūr al-Yāsirī, 

authorising him to use religious funds (Khoums) to support the revolution.831 

During the revolution, the members of the coalition worked in coordination 

and cooperation with the leaders of the clans in different regions of Iraq, especially 

the tribes of the Middle Euphrates region, because many tribal leaders were 

supportive of the coalition's ideas, and most of them had strong relationships with its 

leaders. The tribal leaders played a major role in influencing the members of their 

tribes and ensuring that they participated in the revolution. The tribes also possessed 

quantities of weapons; thus the members of the coalition considered the tribes to be 

the military force of the coalition. It was believed that such force would help them 

during the revolution against the British authorities.832 

‘Abdu Wāḥid al-Ḥāj Sakar sent several letters to tribal leaders in the areas of 

Mushkab and al-Shamiyah, inviting them to a meeting in his home to discuss the 

                                                        
829 Al-Ḥasanī, ʻAbdu Al-Razāq, Al-Tawra Al-ʻIrāqiya Al-Kubrā (The Major Iraqi Revolution) 

(Beirut, 1982) (First Published 1965), p.145. 
830 Al-Jbūrī, Kāmil, Wathāʼiq al-Thawra al-ʻIrāqiya al-Kubrā Muqadimātuhā Wa Natāʼijuhā 

(Documents of the Great Iraqi Revolution: Introductions and Results) (Beirut, 2009), ‘Telegram 
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situation. A meeting was held and attended by a group of leaders and they agreed to 

hold an extended meeting to decide how to address the actions of the British through 

armed revolution.833 They also decided that the al-Rumaitha area would be the area 

from which the revolution would start. In order to enable this to happen, they decided 

to send Muḥsin (the son of Sayid ‘Ali al-Yāsirī) to the al-Rumaitha leaders to explain 

what was going on. They also asked him to go to Najaf and carry letters from the 

clerics and Sayid Nūr al-Yāsirī to the Banī Ḥakīm leaders urging them to revolt and 

resist the British troops. Sayid Muḥsin went to Najaf and gave the letters to the Banī 

Ḥakīm leaders (Al-Zuwālim, Al-Zayād, and Al-Sāda al-Yāsirī).834 It was clear that 

they sought to give legitimacy to their decisions and plans about the armed revolution 

through letters from the clerics that had been sent to the leaders of Banī Ḥakīm. 

Meanwhile, al-Shamiyah leaders held a meeting where they agreed to resort to 

armed revolution if the British did not agree to their demands. They sent a letter that 

was carried by Muḥsin, the son of Sayid ‘Ali al-Yāsirī, to the Banī Ḥakīm leaders, 

informing them of this decision and asking them to be ready to revolt.835 When 

Muḥsin arrived in al-Rumaitha on 30 June 1920, the Zuwālim clan had already 

attacked the centre of British authority in an attempt to release Sheikh Sha‘lān Abū 

al-Jūn, who had been arrested by the British.836 Muḥsin went to Gaithīth al-Harjān, 

Sha‘lān Abū al-Jūn and Nāsir Ḥussain al-‘Urī‘ir and handed them the letters from the 

clergy; he told them about the decision of the clerics and the leaders concerning the 

need to start a revolution.837 Afterwards, Sha‘lān Abū al-Jūn wrote a letter to Sayid 

‘Alwān al-Yāsirī explaining to him the situation in al-Rumaitha, and asked Sayid 

Muḥsin to return to al-Mushkhab as soon as possible to inform ‘Alwān al-Yāsirī, 

Sheikh ‘Abdu Wāḥid al-Ḥāj Sakar and the heads of the clans of al-Shamiyah and al-
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Mushkhab about the situation in al-Rumaitha. Sha‘lān Abū al-Jūn asked the heads of 

the clans of al-Shamiyah and al-Mushkhab to start the revolution in different areas to 

avoid leaving the burden of facing the British entirely to the al-Rumaitha area 

alone.838 

When the revolution began in the al-Rumaitha region on 30 June 1920, the 

coalition worked to make a success of the revolution. First, the coalition provided 

moral support. For example, after the clans’ victory over the British troops in the al-

Raranjiya battle (and with a number of prisoners of war in the hands of the Iraqis), 

Sheikh Fatḥallah sent a letter to those responsible for the prisoners of war. He asked 

them to respect the human dignity of the prisoners, and he added that this order was 

a religious obligation. 839  Upon the Sheik's request, the prisoners were sent to 

Najaf.840 Thus, Sheikh Fatḥallah held a leadership role during the revolution because 

of his religious position and his influence in the coalition. 

The rebels in different areas of Iraq were continually consulting with the 

leaders of the coalition and a chief of Shiite authority, telling them the details of the 

battles during the revolution. For example, the militants of al-Samawa sent a letter to 

Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī concerning the battles in their 

area.841 After the Battle of al-Khudir, the rebels sent a letter to Sheikh Fatḥallah 

informing him of their victory on 27 August 1920.842 In addition, Muḥammad al-

Khilkālī sent a letter to Sheikh Fatḥallah asking him to incite the tribes of Nasiriyah 

and Basra to participate in the revolution, and he told him about the victory of the 

rebels in Hillah.843 After the death of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, the coordination 

and consultation between the rebels and the chief of Shiite authority continued, so 

when Sheikh Fatḥallah took over the religious authority in Iraq, he sent a letter to 

Sayid Nūr al-Yāsirī and Sayid ‘Alwān al-Yāsirī, asking them to do more for the 
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liberation of Iraq.844  It can be inferred that the coalition experienced success in 

leading the revolution. This demonstrates the confidence of the rebels in the coalition 

and their belief in the ability of the coalition to achieve Iraq's independence and 

nation building. 

The coalition also sent representatives to different areas of Iraq to incite the 

tribes to participate in the revolution. In addition, the coalition sought to provide 

money and weapons to the tribes who participated in the revolution. Some members 

of the coalition joined the fighting against the British. On 30 July 1920, Sayid Ḥādī 

Mukhūtar arrived in al-Samawa from Najaf to provide support to the rebels, bringing 

money with him. He also incited the tribes in the Gharraf, Shatra, and Khudir areas 

to participate in jihad. He was supported by a group of scholars and clerics in this 

matter.845 Sheikh Fatḥallah also sent a letter to his representative in al-Samawa, Sayid 

Ḥādī Mukhūtar, asking him to exert all possible efforts to unify people under the 

banner of Muslims and keep the military equipment that they had gained from the 

British so that they could fruitfully use it in the future.846  

 In the battle of Hillah, clerics such as Abū al-Qāsim al-Kāshānī, Sheikh 

Muḥammed Jawād al-Jazā’irī, and Hibat al-Dīn al-Shahristānī, fought side by side 

with the rebels against the British. The latter managed to defeat the rebels.847 The 

representative of Sheikh Fatḥallah in the al-Dewaniyah area and of Sheikh al-Mīrzā 

Maḥmūd also played an important part in uniting the clans to confront the British 

forces.848 
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In Qalat Sukkar, Sheikh ‘Abdu al-Ḥussein Muṭar successfully played a 

prominent role in encouraging the tribes to take part in the revolution, and the rebels 

managed to control the centre of the British authorities. 849  In addition, Sheikh 

Fatḥallah sent a letter to ‘Abdu al-Ḥussin Muṭar asking him to motivate the tribes of 

Al-Muntafiq to face the British,850  and to coordinate activities with Sayid Hadī 

Mkhūṭar in al-Samawa so that they could face the British together.851 He also asked 

Muṭar to send money (al-Khoums) for him because he was in need of funds to support 

the revolution in different areas.852 In addition, Sheikh Fatḥallah played a role in 

agitating the revolutionaries against the British in Shatra, when he delegated Sheikh 

Maḥmūd al-Khalīlī to the area on 25 August 1920. Sheikh Maḥmūd played a 

prominent role in inciting the tribes against the British, which forced Thomas, the 

British ruler of Nasiriyah, to leave al-Shatra for fear of being killed.853  

The members of the coalition played a significant role in the revolution in the 

Diyala area. Ṣāliḥ al-Ḥilī arrived at Baqubah and began imploring the tribes there to 

take part in the revolution.854 In addition, Sheikh Ḥabīb al-Khālisī, a representative 

of Sheikh Mahdī al-Khāliṣī, was based in Daltawah, and when the revolution started 

in the Middle Euphrates region, Sheikh Mahdī al-Khāliṣī sent a letter carried by 

Muḥsin al-‘Āmilī to the leaders of the region, inducing them to revolt. The letters 

had a significant impact on the outbreak of the revolution.855  

                                                        
849 Memorandum of Bertram Thomas Political Ruler of Nasiriya Region 1918-1920, Collected by 

Kāmil Al-Jbūrī, Translated by ‘Abdu al-Hādī Finjān (Baghdad, 1986), p.129. 
850 Jbūrī, Kāmil, Wathāʼiq al-Thawra al-ʻIrāqiya al-Kubrā Muqadimātuhā Wa Natāʼijuhā 

(Documents of the Great Iraqi Revolution: Introductions and Results) (Beirut, 2009), ‘Telegram 
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852 Ibid., ‘Telegram from ‘Abdu al-Ḥussīn Muṭar to Sheikh Fatḥallah’, Dated 18 November 1920’, 

Vol. 3, pp.278-279. 
853 Al-Wardī, ʻAli, Lamḥāt ʼIjtimāʻiyā Min Tārīkh al-ʻIraq al- Ḥadīth (The Glimpses Social From 
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encouraging the tribes to revolt against the British. As a result, jihad spread in the region. Haldane 

mentioned that the situation in Suq al-Shuyukh began to get worse as jihad was everywhere, and 

the tribes had started to attack the British forces. Also, Sheikh Fatḥallah managed to involve the al-

Muntafiq front in the revolution through his representatives. Al-Wardī, ʻAli, Lamḥāt ʼIjtimāʻiyā 
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When the revolution broke out in Daltawah, Sheikh Mahdī al-Khāliṣī and Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Ṣadir came to Daltawa from Kadhimain,856 and they were hosted in 

the house of Sheikh Ḥabīb al-Khāliṣī, the cousin of Sheikh Mahdī al-Khāliṣī. This 

house became a centre for the management of the revolution in Daltawah.857 During 

his residence in Diyala, Sayid Muḥammad al-Ṣadir incited the tribes, and joined the 

fighting against the British.858 He not only instigated the tribes of Diyala to revolt, he 

also motivated the clans of Samarra and fought with them.859  

In Zuba‘, after the victory of the rebels in the al-Raranjiya battle, the rebels sent 

a delegate called Jadū‘ Abū Zīd to the elders of Fallujah and Muhmadiya. He carried 

a fatwa from Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, which called for jihad. He also carried a 

letter from Hibat al-Dīn al-Shahristānī, urging them to participate in the jihad against 

the British. Several of the sheikhs accepted this call.860 Sheikh Darī al-Maḥmūd was 

among the leaders who met the rebels and declared his readiness to participate in the 

revolution. Thus, there was Sunni-Shiite and clerics-nationalist cooperation during 

the revolution against the British for the sake of Iraq.861  In addition, the armed 

revolution was not limited to the areas of the Middle Euphrates and Baghdad. The 

coalition was under the leadership of a chief of Shiite religious authority in Iraq. 

Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī and Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī 

played a significant role in encouraging the tribes to take part in the revolution 

through inciting them and providing them with financial support. 

Third, the coalition held negotiations with the British about the issues that 

concerned the rebels. For example, jihad was declared in the Mushkhab area on 11 

July 1920, and the clans attacked the British centre in Abu Sakhir.862 Faced with a 

strong siege, the British requested a four-day truce until they could communicate 
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862 Al-Ḥasanī, ʻAbdu Al-Razāq, Al-Tawra Al-ʻIrāqiya Al-Kubrā (The Major Iraqi Revolution) 

(Beirut, 1982) (First Published 1965), p.160. 



 175 

with the civil commissioner in Baghdad to implement the demands of the coalition.863 

The rebels replied that they could not take any decision without the consent of the 

clerics in Najaf and Karbala. They consulted Sheikh Fatḥallah, Sheikh Muḥammed 

Jawād Jawāhirī, and Sheikh ‘Abdu al-Karīm al-Jazā’irī about the truce and they 

agreed.864 The truce was approved on 17 July 1920 and it was decided that Major 

Norbury should ask the British General Commissioner of Iraq to declare a public 

amnesty, to cease all military operations, and to form a national conference.865 In 

addition, the al-Samawa leaders sent a message to Sheikh Fatḥallah promising him 

to put all their forces under his control and asking him to take part in the negotiations 

with the British.866 As a result, Sheikh Fatḥallah sent a letter to the al-Rumaitha 

leaders giving them permission to hold negotiations with the British to reach a 

peace.867 Furthermore, Maḥmūd al-Khalīlī sent a letter to Sheikh Fatḥallah informing 

him that the British government wanted to open negotiations. However, al-Khalīlī 

responded that Sheikh Fatḥallah was the one responsible for the negotiations.868 A 

letter was also sent from ‘Abdu al-Ḥussein Muṭar to the political governor of al-

Muntafiq, informing the latter that the negotiations could only be led by the chief of 

Shiite authority in Najaf: Sheikh Fatḥallah.869 It can be concluded that the rebels in 

different areas of Iraq were considered to be the leaders of the coalition. A chief of 

Shiite authority was the only legitimate representative for them and for the Iraqi 

cause; negotiations with the British administration were only issued by the coalition. 

Fourth, councils were established by the coalition to lead the revolution. In 

Najaf, a religious body was established to oversee the revolution and manage its 

affairs. Sheikh Fatḥallah headed this religious body and the members were comprised 
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of clerics.870 In addition, in Karbala, two councils were formed. The first had the role 

of providing support to the rebels and the second was charged with managing 

Karbala.871 Sayid Muḥsin Abū Ṭabīkh was appointed as the principal of Karbala on 

2 September 1920,872 and on this occasion, ‘Ali al-Bāzrikān delivered a speech.873 

The councils were established in Najaf and Karbala due to the importance of these 

cities; politically and religiously. These cities were not under the control of the 

British, so the councils and its administration were able to carry out their tasks 

without facing any difficulties from the British authorities. These cities were also 

close to the Middle Euphrates clans, which comprised the military strength of the 

coalition. Fifth, newspapers were founded by the coalition to spread the news about 

the revolution inside and outside Iraq. In Najaf, the religious body, which was headed 

by Sheikh Fatḥallah, worked to disseminate propaganda for the revolution through a 

publication named A Report of the Revolutionaries. This publication was published 

under the supervision of Muḥammad Bāqir al-Shabībiī. The aim of this publication 

was to transfer news about the revolution and to describe what had actually happened 

on the battlefield to the people inside and outside Iraq. The overarching goal was to 

obtain the support and involvement of the Iraqi people in the revolution. 874  In 

addition, two newspapers were established to serve the revolution. The first was 

called Al-Furāt al-Najafiya and was released on 16 August 1920 under the 

supervision of Muḥammad Bāqir al-Shabībiī, with ‘Abdu al-Ḥamīd Zāhid as its 

distributor in Najaf.875 The second was the ’Istiqlāl Newspaper, which was released 

on 15 September 1920 under the supervision of Muḥammad ‘Abdu Ḥussīn Kaẓimī.876 

The press played a prominent role in crystallising the objectives and tasks of the 

coalition, contributing to the expansion of the regions of the revolution, and fuelling 

the spirit of enthusiasm among the rebels. Furthermore, it became a weapon in the 

hands of the rebels against the British administration. In addition, it was a podium 
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for several coalition leaders who wrote for the newspapers, where they were 

highlighting the problems that were facing society as well Britain's political and 

economic intentions in Iraq. They also explained the truth of the British claim to 

liberate Iraq from Ottoman domination and the reality of Iraq under colonial 

occupation. 

The national, religious, and tribal coalition succeeded in engaging the Iraqi 

people in the revolution through a process of coordination with, and organisation of, 

the leaders of the clans, through sending representatives to the clans, and by 

providing financial and moral support and supervision to the rebels in various regions 

of Iraq. However, a chief of Shiite religious authority in Iraq, namely Sheikh 

Fatḥallah, did not seize the opportunity to achieve success for the revolution or 

protect it from certain defeat. This was due to the lack of balance between the military 

abilities of both sides. The opportunity had come after the death of Sheikh 

Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī when Arnold Wilson had sent a letter to Sheikh Fatḥallah on 

28 August 1920, asking him to conduct negotiations,877 but Sheikh Fatḥallah refused 

to negotiate.878 Sheikh Fatḥallah should have seized this opportunity to negotiate 

with the British, as it was clear that the British government was worried about the 

spread of the revolution and its uncontrollable nature.  

After the defeat of the rebels, the leaders of the revolution decided to flee Iraq. 

Some decided to go to Persia, others went to Syria, and a further group decided to go 

to al-Sharīf Ḥussein in Hejaz.879 Before the migration of the leaders to Hejaz, Sheikh 

Fatḥallah sent a letter to al-Sharīf Ḥussein on 15 November 1920, informing him 

about the end of the revolution and asking him to take care of the leaders who would 

be his guests.880 The leaders arrived in Medina on 16 April 1921, and were hosted by 

Prince ‘Ali b. al Ḥussein. During their stay, al-Sharīf Ḥussein sent a letter to his son 

asking him to bring the leaders to Mecca on 18 April 1921. Upon their arrival in 
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Mecca on 1 May 1921, they met al-Sharīf Ḥussein b. ‘Ali, who welcomed them and 

thanked them for their role in the revolution.881 The rebellions failed, but the events 

of 1920 played an important role in the creation of nation building, and in shaping 

future British policy in Iraq.882 

6.3. The appointment of Faisal b. al-Ḥussein as ruler of Iraq 

The Iraqi revolution caused the death of 609 British troops, the loss of 2,467 

Iraqi people, and the wounding of 671.883 The Iraqi revolution also cost the British 

treasury £100 million,884 which made British officials drastically reconsider their 

policy in Iraq and question whether Iraq was worth all these costs.885 As a result of 

these military and financial losses, the British press criticised British policy in Iraq. 

For example, The Times demanded that British politicians issue a statement on the 

current situation of the revolution, clarifying the causes of the revolution and the 

country’s future policy in Iraq.886 In addition, The Times stated that Iraq could not be 

rewarding to Britain even after a thousand years.887 It was clear that the motive of 

The Times was to elucidate the futility of the occupation of Iraq as a process of 

profit.888 The Times continued its criticism of British policy in Iraq and reported that 

Britain would encounter internal problems, such as high unemployment and an 

increase in prices, if the government continued to waste money in remote 

countries.889 This criticism was also made by the Daily Mail when it published an 

article written by Louvain Frazer, in which he stated, there is nothing in our whole 

history that can be compared to the folly of British politicians in Iraq.890 Although 

the Iraqi Revolution in 1920 failed to achieve its goals, it did succeed in creating 

internal British opposition against the British policy in the Middle East, especially in 

Iraq. 
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In contrast, there was a difference of views between British politicians, and 

between the British government and the India Office as to Britain's future in Iraq. For 

example, Colonel Lawrence believed that it was better to withdraw from Iraq and 

appoint Arab intellectuals rather than the British in Iraq.891 Edwin Samuel Montagu, 

Secretary of State for India, believed in the establishment of an Arab state without a 

British mandate.892 Sir Arthur Hirtzel, Under-Secretary of State for India, believed 

that it was better to establish Arab institutions under British oversight,893 whilst Lord 

Curzon thought that Britain should continue to exercise control over Iraq but that it 

must do so with the consent of the Iraqi people.894 Sir Percy Cox supported the idea 

of maintaining British interests in Iraq alongside the reduction of military and 

financial costs. He also agreed with the appointment of Faisal b. Ḥussein al-Sharīf as 

King of Iraq.895 Churchill was a supporter of this idea and believed that Faisal offered 

the best solution; he was a cheaper solution.896 However, Sir Arnold Wilson believed 

in the survival of the British in Iraq by force or withdrawal.897 As a result of the Iraqi 

revolution and the divergence of views between British politicians, two schools of 

thought appeared. One advocated withdrawal from Iraq, whilst the other sought the 

continuing dominance of British influence in Iraq but with the consent of the people. 

When the idea of withdrawing from Iraq emerged, British companies tried to 

prevent the formal adoption of this position. The Baghdad Chamber of Commerce 

sent a letter to the Civil Commissioner asking him to accept the British Mandate over 

Iraq.898 Other British companies also sought assurances from the British government 

that it would not withdraw from Iraq.899 In addition, the India Office received a 

protest from the Chamber of Commerce in Baghdad about the proposed withdrawal 

of the British from Iraq.900 Commercial companies and the Chamber of Commerce 

lobbied the British administration to prevent Britain’s withdrawal from Iraq.   
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As a result, the British sought to establish a new regime in Iraq. Faisal b. 

Ḥussein was thought to be the right person to be the ruler of Iraq, as he was an ally 

of Britain, an Arab nationalist, and an acceptable person to the Iraqis and the leaders 

of the alliance. He was also considered to be the best solution for the implementation 

of the British administration’s plans.  

In July 1920, Sir Arnold Wilson suggested offering the position of King of Iraq 

to Faisal. He explained that Faisal could not lose sight of the importance of foreign 

aid to the continued existence of the Arab states.901 He also informed the Ministry of 

India that the idea of the appointment of one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein as ruler 

of Iraq had the support and endorsement of the Muntafiq, Baghdad, Najaf, and 

Karbala leaders. 902  In August 1920, the British government raised the idea of 

choosing Faisal as Emir of Iraq to the High Commissioner Sir Percy Cox. It was 

made clear that this appointment would be under the condition that a body 

representing public opinion in Iraq had made the request. It was also stipulated that 

Faisal should accept the British mandate over Iraq.903 In response, Cox confirmed 

that a large majority in Iraq supported the inauguration of Faisal.904 

One of the factors that precipitated the appointment of Faisal was that the 

Turkish candidate to rule Iraq, Burḥān al-Dīn, had enjoyed some support in Iraq. This 

sparked resentment within the British government. Some tribal leaders believed that 

abandoning the Turks would not take place unless an Arab government was formed 

in Iraq and Faisal was appointed ruler.905 If this was not done, it was believed that 

they would support the Turks.906 In addition, some people who were loyal to the 

Turks decided to support ‘Abdu al-Raḥmān al-Naqīb to take over as ruler of Iraq.907 

As a result, Sir Percy Cox sent a warning to Churchill about this matter.908 Gertrude 

Bell also suggested that if the British hesitated, public opinion in Iraq might turn to 
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the Turkish side.909 In addition, Sheikh Kha‘zal was seeking to become the ruler of 

Iraq through the support of several important figures in Baghdad and clerics in Najaf 

and Karbala. However, he only obtained the support of Sheikh ‘Ali Al-Ja‘far Kāshif 

al-Ghiṭā910 and Sheikh ‘Abdu al-Karīm al-Jazā’irī;911 they sent a letter to Sheikh 

Kha‘zal asking him to present himself as a candidate to rule Iraq.912 Nūrī al-Sa‘īd and 

Ja‘far al-‘Askarī sent Sheikh Kha‘zal a letter, refusing to support his nomination.913 

It was clear that the majority of Shiite clerics in the holy cities and the nationalists 

supported Faisal b. al-Ḥussain to become the ruler of Iraq. As a result, the Cairo 

conference was held on 12 March 1921, and Churchill called Faisal one of the most 

important figures in the Middle East. The conference agreed that Faisal should head 

to Iraq to be crowned King of Iraq through a popular referendum under the British 

mandate.914 

The Iraqi leaders of the revolution arrived at Medina on 6 April 1921,915 before 

travelling onwards to Mecca. In Mecca, they met al-Sharīf Ḥussein b. ‘Ali.916 During 

the meeting, al-Sharīf Ḥussein explained that there was a problem and that the 

solution to it was in their hands. The problem was that a dispute had occurred between 

Faisal and the French government. This had led to Faisal being excluded from the 

rule of Syria. He added that the allies would not be able to persuade the French 

government to accept Faisal except by the appointment of ‘Abdullah as the ruler of 

Syria and Faisal as the ruler of Iraq.917 The leaders replied that they wanted ‘Abdullah 

to be King of Iraq, not because of prior knowledge or mutual connections, but 

because he was one of his sons. They assured al-Sharīf Ḥussein that they would 

welcome whomever he chose to be the ruler of Iraq.918 In addition, Sheikh Mahdī al-

                                                        
909 Bell, Lady, The Letters of Gertrude Bell (London, 1927) “ Letter dated 22 January 1921”, 

pp.472-474. 
910 Al-Jbūrī, Kāmil, Wathāʼiq al-Thawra al-ʻIrāqiya al-Kubrā Muqadimātuhā Wa Natāʼijuhā 

(Documents of the Great Iraqi Revolution: Introductions and Results) (Beirut, 2009), ‘Telegram 

from Sheikh ‘Ali Al-Ja‘far Kāshif al-Ghiṭā to Sheikh Kha‘zal’, Dated 2 April 1921’’, Vol. 5, p.15. 
911 Ibid., ‘Telegram from Sheikh ‘Abdu al-Karīm al-Jazā’irī to Sheikh Kha‘zal’, Dated 2 April 

1921’’, Vol. 5, p.16. 
912 Ibid., ‘Telegram from Sheikh ‘Ali Al-Ja‘far Kāshif al-Ghiṭā and Sheikh ‘Abdu al-Karīm al-

Jazā’irī to Sheikh Kha‘zal’, Dated 2 April 1921’’, Vol. 5, pp.15-16. 
913 Ibid., ‘Telegram from Nūrī al-Sa‘īd and Ja‘far al-‘Askarī to Sheikh Kha‘zal’, Dated 27 April 

1921’’, Vol. 5, pp.18-19. 
914  Allawi, Ali, Faisal of Iraq (New Haven, Yale University Press, 2014), pp.326-334. 
915 Abū Ṭabīkh, pp.206-207. (They were hosted by Prince ‘Ali b. Ḥussein. During their stay, al-

Sharīf Ḥussein b. ‘Ali sent a letter to his son asking him to bring the leaders to Mecca). 
916 Ibid., pp.208-209. 
917 Ibid., pp.210-211. 
918 Ibid., p.211. 



 182 

Khāliṣī sent a letter to al-Sharīf Ḥussein, asking him to send one of his sons to be 

King of Iraq.919 It was obvious that al-Sharīf Ḥussein tried, through his political 

cleverness, to hide the resolutions of the Cairo conference, as he knew that the Iraqi 

leaders would never accept the British mandate over Iraq. According to him, this 

would cause an outcry in Iraq, which might lead to Faisal not being appointed the 

ruler of Iraq. 

Shiite clerics chose one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein to be the governor of 

Iraq for several reasons. The Shiite clerics did not seek to establish an Islamic Shiite 

state in Iraq or appoint a chief of Shiite religious authority as the ruler of Iraq.920 The 

Shiite clerics also did not found any suitable family or man inside Iraq to become the 

ruler.921 In addition, the choice of anyone inside Iraq as the ruler of Iraq could have 

led to the creation of disputes that could not have been solved. Furthermore, the 

choice of one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein as the ruler of Iraq was accepted by 

several Iraqi people of different sects, races, and political parties due to his role in 

supporting the Arab issues.922 Therefore, this appointment would implement the 

Islamic principle of warding off evil and bringing benefits to society through 

preventing the occurrence of the conflict between the Iraqi people about the rule of 

Iraq. 

Moreover, the Sharīfs of Mecca were direct lineal descendants of the Prophet 

Muḥammad through his daughter Fātima. The title Sharīf means noble or honourable, 

in recognition of the holder's connection to the household of the Prophet Moḥammad 

(Ahl al-Bayt), and this was consistent with the inclinations of the Shiite sect.923 

Furthermore, the family of al-Sharīf was in conflict with Ibn Sa‘ūd and the Wahhabis 

because of their differences in religious beliefs.924 At the same time, the Shiites of 

Iraq were in dispute with the Wahhabis due to repeated attacks by the Wahhabis on 

the holy cities of Najaf and Karbala, and because of the ideological differences 
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between them.925 Therefore, they supported Faisal to become the ruler of Iraq due to 

the convergence of ideas between them against the Wahhabis. 

During the period when the revolution’s leaders were in Mecca, Muḥsin Abū 

Ṭabīkh told Ja‘far Abū al-Timan about the British mandate over Iraq; he.926 As a 

result, they decided to interview Faisal and ask him about the British mandate. During 

the interview, Faisal replied that Iraq would remain under the British mandate, but if 

the League of Nations was formed and if Iraq joined as a member by 1930, they could 

end the British mandate.927 When Muḥsin Abū Ṭabīkh and Ja‘far Abū al-Timan left 

the interview, they spread the news to the rest of the leaders. The latter agreed to 

accept the British mandate but they disagreed on accompanying Faisal to Iraq. Those 

who refused to accompany Faisal were Muḥsin Abū Ṭabīkh, Ja‘far Abū al-Timan, 

Rāyih al-‘Aṭiya, and Marzūk al-‘Awād. They did not want to be seen by the Iraqi 

people as leaders who had accepted the British mandate. However, the rest of the 

leaders decided to accompany Faisal back to Iraq.928 It can be inferred that the Iraqi 

leaders of the revolution in Mecca who knew about the British mandate issue in Iraq 

were divided on their views into two sections. The first section rejected the British 

mandate over Iraq; they refused to support Faisal and did not return with him to Iraq. 

The second section supported the British mandate over Iraq; they saw it was 

important to return with Faisal to Iraq and to support him. 

Faisal b. Ḥussein left the port of Jeddah on 12 June 1921 in order to sail to 

Basra with the colonel and the Iraqi leaders; he joined Yūsif al-Siwīdī and Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Ṣadir.929 When they left, al-Sharīf Ḥussein sent a letter to ‘Abdu al-

Raḥmān al-Qīlānī to inform him that his son had left for Basra.930 Faisal arrived at 

Basra on 23 June 1920, where he was received by five ministers who were delegated 
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Abdu al-Raḥmān al-Qīlānī to al-Sharīf Ḥussein’, Dated 17 June 1921” “Telegram from al-Sharīf 
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by ‘Abdu al-Raḥmān al-Qīlānī, the head of the provisional government that had been 

appointed by the British.931 

Iraq's provisional government met on 11 July 1920. During the meeting, ‘Abdu 

al-Raḥmān al-Qīlānī suggested nominating Faisal b. Ḥussein as King of Iraq, under 

the condition that his government would be a parliamentary democracy.932 Sir Percy 

Cox rejected this suggestion and requested a referendum in all the regions of Iraq to 

choose the ruler.933 Based on the results of the referendum, the ruler was appointed. 

The British administration sought to implement its plan to appoint Faisal as the ruler 

of Iraq of Iraq by obtaining the support of the Iraqi people; this would give legitimacy 

to the appointment of Faisal as governor of Iraq. It was also an approach that would 

show the world that the appointment of Faisal as governor of Iraq was the choice of 

the Iraqi people and the British authorities did not intervene in this matter. In 

addition, the British authorities aimed to prevent the creation of internal opposition 

against the appointment of Faisal as governor of Iraq.  

The provisional government asked the Interior Ministry to hold a referendum 

to obtain the official opinion of the Iraqi people on the selection of Faisal as the ruler 

of Iraq.934 During the referendum on 13 July 1921, Sheikh Mahdī al-Khālīsī, a chief 

of Shiite religious authority in Iraq, issued a fatwa to announce allegiance to Faisal 

and the obedience to the fatwa and thus the need to vote for him.935 After this fatwa, 

Faisal sent a letter to Sheikh Mahdī al-Khālīsī on July 1921, promising him that they 

would work together to achieve their common goals.936 He also sent a letter to the 

scholars in Najaf on 15 July 1921, telling them that he had presented his ideas as how 

to run the state to Sayid Muḥammad ‘Ali Baḥr al-‘Ulūm, who would explain it to the 

rest of the clerics. He did not tell them about the British mandate for Iraq.937 It was 
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clear from these letters that Faisal was seeking to obtain the support of the Shiite 

clerics due to their influence over the Iraqi people, especially in the Middle Euphrates 

region and the holy cities. In these areas, the clerics could have used a fatwa against 

him; the people of these areas considered a fatwa to be binding. He was trying to 

become King as soon as possible to avoid any obstacles that might stand in his way, 

especially since he knew that the Shiite clerics in the holy cities would never accept 

the British mandate. In addition, it was obvious that the nationalists supported Faisal 

to become the ruler of Iraq under the British mandate because Faisal did not seek 

their support. Alongside this, there was no opposition from the nationalists about the 

British mandate over Iraq. 

Thus, the British succeeded in the implementation of their scheme and the 

appointment of Faisal as the ruler of Iraq without any opposition. The result of the 

referendum was 96 percent in favour of Faisal.938  Based on the outcome of the 

referendum, Faisal was crowned King of Iraq. He chose to be crowned on 23 August 

1921,939 which coincided with Ghadīr Day. Ghadīr Day. This is the day that the 

Shiites are celebrated because the Prophet Muḥammad chose ‘Ali b. ’Abī Ṭālib as 

his successor. Faisal chose this day because he had a political aim to obtain the loyalty 

of the Shiites through appealing to their feelings.  

6.4. Conclusion   

The roots of the 1920 revolt can be traced back to the armed struggle in Najaf 

in March 1918, and it gained momentum when it spread to the middle and lower 

Euphrates. Sheikh Mahdī Al-Khāliṣī was a prominent Shi‘a leader of the revolt. Thus, 

it can be concluded that the revolution could not be established in cities like Baghdad, 

Basra and Mosul, because the British troops were centered there.  

During the Iraqi Revolution, the coalition of tribal leaders, nationalists, and 

Shiite clerics played a major role in leading and organizing the resistance against the 

British forces. The coalition succeeded in uniting the Iraqi people through 

coordination and organisation with all the sects, races, and social classes in Iraq in 
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order to achieve the common goal; namely the full independence of Iraq without a 

mandate. 

Although the revolt achieved some initial success, the British continued to 

control Iraq through indirect ways such as through their appointment of Faisal b. al-

Sharīf Ḥusseīn as the ruler of Iraq under a British mandate. However, the 1920 

revolution was considered by Iraqis as part of the founding of Iraqi nationalism. 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 Chapter Seven 

Conclusions 

This thesis has documented the history of Iraqi resistance focusing on Shiite 

resistance in the period between 1914 and 1921 and how this helped to form the 

modern state of Iraq. When considering the religious and ethnic composition of the 

population in Iraq in the period of the study, 52% of the population comprised Shiite 

Muslims. In addition, the Shiite faith is characterised by strict obedience and loyalty 

to the supreme religious authority in Najaf, as such, when the chief of Shiite religious 

authority announced a fatwa on jihad, its factions followed his fatwa. Indeed, this 

interrelationship between the Shiite religious authority and the masses provided 

strength to the Shiite entity. Finally, the Shiite resistance has not been addressed in 

most existent literature that has focused on the Iraqi revolution in 1920.  

 The thesis focused on the reasons that led to change and development in Shiite 

political ideology, specifically those led to creating organized resistance that played 

role in the formation of an identity that contributed to nation building in order to face 

the British invasion. Limiting the exploration to this period and to the role of Shiites, 

afforded the research with a degree of specificity that allowed an in-depth exploration 
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of a topic that has received little attention. The period, which this study addresses, 

may seem very short, but it witnessed many events that affected Iraq and the world. 

The First World War prompted the formation of international alliances, such as this 

between Germany and the Ottoman Empire, and between France and Britain, and the 

withdrawal of Russia from the War. On the national level, Iraq became an arena for 

warring forces and later was involved in the war. The arrival of British troops in the 

Faw region and their occupation of Basra in November 1914 began a causal chain of 

events and change which affected the Iraqi society in general and the holy cities 

(Najaf, Karbala, Samarra, Kadhimain) in particular.  These events also led to the 

penetration of religious thought in the Iraqi society through fatwas issued by Shiite 

clerics in various parts of the country.  

 

7.1. Findings 

7.1.1.  Iraq before the British Occupation 

The British invasion of Iraq during World War One aimed at ensuring a 

sustained supply of resources after the Ottomans granted concessions to Germany to 

construct a railroad from south-eastern Turkey to Basra in southern Iraq. The British 

feared that a hostile German presence in Mesopotamia would threaten its interests in 

Persian oil and its routes to India. Therefore, the British interests in Iraq significantly 

increased. On capturing Baghdad in 1917, Britain proclaimed that the whole invasion 

of Iraq was part of its fighting against the Ottomans, and that they would return to 

the Arabs some control of their own affairs for the first time since 1258. However, 

the true colour of the British occupation was revealed when the people realised that 

these promises were not to aid Iraqi development. Rather it was there to enable full 

British control of the Arab lands. The intention of the British was made clear by their 

six years heavy-handed military administration of Iraq. Indeed, British brutality, 

excessive taxation, and the denial of nationalist aspirations, were all factors that 

played a role in the emergence of resistance against British forces. For the first time, 

all Iraqis, Sunni and Shiites, tribes and cities, were brought together in common effort 

to resist the foreign occupation.  



 188 

Looking at Iraq before the British occupation,940 the historical legacies of three 

city-states (Baghdad, Mosul, Basra) represented the functional borders of Iraq, since 

they had fallen under the control Ottoman Empire in 1534. However, each state 

manifested a unique identity to which its people felt affinity. Since the conditions of 

an independent nation-state were not there, tribalism was able to take control due to 

the fact that it was able to provide perks and guarantees. Thus is played the role of 

the absent nation. However, the other predominant identity competing with the first 

was religious identity. It was incredibly prevalent, especially on religious occasions. 

Shiite ideology further entrenched religious thought as a form of identity, making its 

Marja' (religious authority, essentially Mujtahid, chiefly Shiite ideology) the 

ultimate authority in Shiite society. It was therefore obligatory upon them to follow 

the commands and teachings - normally in the form of a fatwa (religious verdict) - 

that the Marja' authority in Najaf or its representatives elsewhere imposed. The 

religious identity was unique and not mutually exclusive with the tribal one, such that 

one or many tribes could adhere to the Shiite sect. Sometimes, all Muslims are 

addressed by its authority. Shrines also aided significantly in the spread of this 

identity, as they helped create a connection and order among the Shiite community. 

Examples of these shrines include those in Karbala, Najaf, Kadhimain, and Samarra. 

As was shown in Chapter Two, the ideas of Islamic reformers such as 

Muḥammad ‘Abdu, Rashīd Ridā, Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afgānī and others played a major 

role in the emergence of a reformist movement in Iraq at the beginning of the 

twentieth century. In essence, the idea of the Islamic reformers was an assertion of 

the need to reinterpret and reapply Islamic principles to formulate new responses to 

the political, social and economic challenges faced from the west. This reformist 

movement succeeded in changing the political thoughts and develop the awareness 

of the Iraqi people politically before 1914. However, there were also external factors 

that contributed to the composition and development of the thoughts and objectives 

of the reformist movement in Iraq. These factors included the Iranian Constitutional 

Revolution of 1905–1911, the Ottoman coup of 1908-1909, and the Russian 

aggression against Iran in 1911. In this context two trends of Shi‘a Islam scholars 

emerged (conservative and progressive), and they contributed to the political life of 

the proto-nation through the issuance of fatwas. This matter was reflected in the 
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events in Iraq between 1914 and 1921, where the Shiite clerics in Najaf and others 

holy cities played a significant role.  

7.1.2. The Rise of Resistance  

 The thesis addressed the question of what were the main events of the 

resistance, its nature and its impact on the British occupation between 1914 -1917.941 

It found that Shiite resistance was characterized by continuity and diversity; it lasted 

from the first day of the British occupation of Iraq to the armed revolution. It was 

also diverse in its approach and methodology. As such, the Shiite resistance against 

the British occupation can be divided into four stages. The first stage began in 1914; 

the second stage began in 1917 in Najaf; the third stage was peaceful resistance 

between 1918-1920; the last stage was the armed revolution which began on 30 June 

1920.  

  The analysis of Chapter Three showed that the first stage began after the British 

forces occupied Basra with the help of their regional allies such as Sheikh Khaʻzal b. 

Jābir, the ruler of the al-Muhammarah region, Sheikh Mubārak Al-Ṣabāḥ, the ruler 

of Kuwait, and ʻAbdu Al-ʻAzīz Ibn Suʻūd. The Ottoman Empire sought to involve 

the Shiites of Iraq in the war against the British through relying on the existence of 

common elements between them especially Islam. To achieve this goal, the Ottomans 

dispatched a delegation to Najaf, which, at that time, was considered to be the 

religious and political centre of thought for Shiites in Iraq and the world. The 

delegation succeeded in its goal. Sayid Muḥammad Kāẓim al-Ṭabāṭabā’ī al-Yazdī, 

the highest Shiite religious cleric, acceded to this call despite the religious and 

ideological differences between them. On 16 December 1914, Sayid Muḥammad al-

Yazdī declared al-jihad and delivered a speech urging the people to defend the 

Islamic countries. More importantly, the signs of forming an alliance started to 

appear at this early stage of resistance against the British occupation. In fact, the main 

factors that led the Shiite resistance to succeed in influencing the political scene in 

Iraq and helped in the creation of this alliance was the language used by Sayid 

Muḥammad al-Yazdī in his speeches and fatwas; did not direct them to the Shiite 

community or any other specific sect or race in Iraq. Rather, his speeches and fatwas 

were addressed to all segments of society in order to unite them to work together 
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collectively to face the British forces that threatened Islam. Here, therefore, began 

the first stage of Shiite resistance against Britain. 

 The observation made is that during the first stage, most Shiite clerics issued 

fatwas calling for jihad, and sent delegations to the tribes to incite them to participate 

ditto. Indeed, the Shiite clerics demanded that their representatives in different areas 

of Iraq encourage the tribes to participate in jihad and provide them with money and 

weapons. Moreover, the Shiite clerics sought to obtain support from neighbouring 

countries and to engage them in the jihad movement. They sent several letters to the 

rulers of Kuwait and Muhammarah, but they did not succeed in obtaining their 

support. This was due to the fact that these rulers had pre-existing interests and 

agreements with Britain. The Shiite clerics and mujahedeen participated with the 

Ottoman troops in battles against British forces during the first jihad movement 

including the important battles of al-Qurna, al-Shu‘iba and Arab-Stan. However, 

these battles did not result in the defeat of the British. After the failure of the first 

jihad movement, the mujahedeen returned to their areas and established local 

governments to manage several cities, such as Karbala and Hillah. 

Chapter Three has discussed, 942  the first stage of Shiite resistance which 

characterised by its close link with the religious authority were. Indeed, it started 

when some Shiite clerics declared jihad against the British forces in Iraq because they 

considered the British attack on Iraq as an attack on Islam and Britain to be a common 

enemy for all Muslims. Therefore, they supported the Ottoman Empire and fought 

with the mujahedeen from the Iraqi tribes beside the Ottoman forces against the 

British in order to defend Islam. The impact of the jihad movement was greater on 

the residents of the holy cities and the Middle Euphrates region than upon residents 

within the rest of Iraq because in these areas the residents had a long and close 

relationship with the Shiite clergy. The Shiite clerics had a strong influence and 

impact on the population of these areas; each clan had a cleric to resolve disputes 

according to Islamic law. Furthermore, the Shiite clerics succeeded in influencing the 

residents of neighbouring countries to participate in the jihad against Britain, such as 

Kuwait and Muhammarah through relying on the existence of common elements such 

as language, religion and ethnicity, as well by creating a common denominator 

amongst them to confront a common enemy. Some inhabitants of these countries 
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tried to start a revolution, but these countries’ rulers successfully thwarted the 

respective revolts. Further, some residents of neighbouring countries participated in 

the first and second jihad movement. In addition, the fatwa of jihad and the Shiite 

clerics succeeded in organizing resistance through uniting the different sects and 

races in Iraq to participate in the jihad movement. This also led to the formation of 

an alliance, which included Ottoman troops, and the mujahedeen from various race, 

sects and social groups in Iraq.  This alliance contributed to the appearance of the 

signs of nation-building. The Ottoman Empire’s policies, its mistreatment of the 

mujahedeen and its decision to dispense with the mujahedeen were the main reasons 

for the defeat of the Ottoman Empire and the fall of Baghdad. 

7.1.3. Najaf Revolution  

As was discussed in Chapter Four, there were a number of factors which led to 

the emergence of the second stage of Shiite resistance, such as the political and 

military measures taken by the British in the Middle Euphrates region, and especially 

in the cities of Karbala and Najaf after the success of the British forces in occupying 

Baghdad and the withdrawal of Ottoman forces.  In addition, stories began to leak to 

some of the Shiite clerics and intellectuals in the holy cities and Baghdad about 

British intentions with regard to the longer-term ruling and administration of Iraq. 

Concurrently, the Bolsheviks assumed power in Russia and secret treaties between 

the allies were leaked – including the Sykes-Picot Agreement. Therefore, a group of 

clerics in Najaf decided to establish the League of the Islamic Awakening (Jimʻyat 

al-Nahḍa al-’Islamiya) to resist the British. The second stage of the Shiite resistance 

against Britain in Najaf began at the end of 1917. The founder members formulated 

the League’s principles and objectives, and one of its primary objectives was the 

revolution against the British troops in Najaf. It was obvious that the League sought 

to unify the Sunni and Shiite sects in Iraq under the banner of Islam so as to achieve 

independence. Through its principles and activities, an identity was formed which 

contributed to the emergence of the signs of nation-building. The League encouraged 

people to join the revolution and planned to assassinate Captain Marshall the British 

political ruler of Najaf. He was killed and, as a result, British forces surrounded the 

city of Najaf for about forty days. Eventually, the British authorities managed to 

arrest most of the rebels, except a small number who escaped. The British authorities 
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transferred the accused to a military court, and after an investigation, eleven 

defendants were sentenced to execution. The rest were exiled to India. Thus, the 

second stage of Shiite resistance ended. 

Several reasons led to the failure of the revolution of Najaf.943 The League 

neither contacted nor coordinated its programme with the tribes and residents of 

neighbouring areas before starting its revolution. It also did not secure the support of 

the highest religious Shiite authority represented by Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī or 

the clans that inhabited the cities near Najaf. Further, during the siege of Najaf, the 

British authorities showed the world that they wanted to prevent the spread of the 

revolution into neighbouring areas and that the British forces besieging Najaf were 

not intending to destroy or sabotage the city’s holy sites. The British used a strategy 

of intimidation, showing its power through displays of rifles and military aircraft, to 

spread terror among the inhabitants of Najaf and neighbouring cities. Importantly, 

the British administration adopted a strategy of ‘divide and conquer’ in dealing with 

the Najaf revolution and this policy contributed to the failure of the revolution. 

Despite the failure of the League to confront the British administration during the 

Najaf revolution and achieve its goals, the League succeeded in changing Shiite 

political ideology; from one central authority, which was represented by the chief of 

the Shiite religious authority, towards a decentralized authority. It was believed that 

a decentralized authority could help achieve organized resistance; this would play a 

vital role in forming an identity which would, in turn, contribute to the building of 

the nation. In addition, the League played a significant role in encouraging the Iraqi 

people to establish political associations in Karbala, Najaf, Samarra, Khadimain and 

Baghdad. It was hoped that these associations could lead political actions in Iraq 

against the British after the failure of the Najaf revolution. As part of its 

decentralization plan, the league led the Shiite clerics in the holy cities to teamwork 

with all social groups, and through these measures, the league contributed to uniting 

various sects, races and played a role in the convergence of their ideas and 

aspirations. The establishment of the League led to the first direct clash with the 

British authorities through the Najaf revolution.  

                                                        
943 See above, section 4.4. 
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7.1.4. Passive resistance  

Chapter Five addressed the question of what led to the transformation of the 

armed resistance to be peaceful,944 and what were the peaceful methods carried out 

by the resistance against the British occupation. After the failure of the first and 

second stages of Shiite armed resistance, a group of Shiite clerics and tribal leaders 

decided to continue the resistance against the British, but through peaceful means. 

The first stage of passive resistance began when Britain decided to hold a referendum 

in 1918 in various parts of Iraq about the country’s future government. Shiite clerics, 

tribal leaders, and intellectuals, decided to thwart the referendum through peaceful 

methods. In doing so, they encouraged clans to hold meetings and tried to coordinate 

the different groups and parties to undermine the referendum. In addition, they 

received support from Sheikh Muḥammad Taqī al-Ḥā’irī al-Shīrāzī. He issued a 

fatwa prohibiting the election of a non-Muslim to rule Muslims. As a result of this 

fatwa, an intellectual affinity began between the Shiite clerics and the nationalists in 

Baghdad. Prior to this fatwa most nationalists believed that the Shiite clerics were 

seeking to establish an Islamic state and impose the chief of Shiite religious authority 

as the ruler of the country. However, this fatwa stipulated that the ruler should only 

be a Muslim, and did not have any other conditions. Thus, a process of cooperation 

and working together toward Iraq’s independence began. 

As seen in Chapter Five passive resistance succeeded in thwarting the 

referendum in Najaf, Karbala, Baghdad and Kadhimain, where the majority of 

residents opposed the continuation of the British authority in Iraq and demanded that 

a son of al-Sharīf Ḥussein rule the country.945 In contrast, in other areas in Iraq, the 

result of the referendum supported the continuation of British rule. For their own 

interests, merchants, landowners and the Christian and Jewish populations played an 

important role in supporting the continuation of British rule in Iraq. As a 

consequence, the results of the referendum were consistent with the plan of Sir 

Arnold Wilson and his instructions regarding the continuation of British 

administration in governing Iraq. 

Passive resistance continued after the completion of the referendum but a 

different approach was adopted. Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī and Sheikh Fatḥallah 

                                                        
944 See above, section 5.1. 
945 See above, section 5.3. 
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Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī raised the Iraqi issue at the international level, and 

they delivered statements to Faisal b. al-Ḥussein to defend Iraq and the Iraqi people’s 

right to independence at international conferences. Beside that, under the leadership 

of Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī, the Shiite clerics sought to increase their 

organisation and coordination with all segments of the Iraqi society to unite them to 

work toward peaceful resistance against the British. This led to the establishment of 

a national, religious and tribal coalition. The coalition distributed leaflets, held 

meetings, called for peaceful demonstrations and presented petitions to the British 

authorities in an effort to achieve their demands. The British authorities did not, 

however, agree to the demands and instead arrested a number of prominent coalition 

figures and exiled them to the island of Hengam. After this, peaceful resistance, 

which had lasted from 1918–1920, ended. 

This stage of the Shiite resistance had important consequences.946 During the 

peaceful resistance, the features of the nation building emerged clearly. At this time, 

most Iraq; called for the appointment of one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein to be 

the ruler of Iraq. They also demanded an elected legislative council, and that the 

borders of country should include the three states; Mosul, Baghdad and Basra. In 

addition, it had been observed that there were differences between Shiite clerics in 

their political role. For example, Sayid Muḥammad al-Yazdī, when he was chief of 

the Shiite religious authority, did not have a significant role against the British during 

the Najaf revolution and the referendum. In contrast, Sheikh Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī 

played an important role against the British when he became a chief of Shiite 

religious authority. Sheikh al-Shīrāzī tried to ensure the success of peaceful 

resistance and sought to encourage the British to accept the demands of the Iraqi 

people. Relying on the issuance of fatwas and the existence of shared common values 

amongst the Iraqi people, he additionally succeeded in creating rapprochement 

between the Sunni and Shiite sects as well as the wider nationalist movement, despite 

their ideological differences. This led to the establishment of a religious, nationalist 

and tribal coalition which sought to achieve Iraq’s full independence. This coalition 

played an important role in forming the identity that contributed to emergence of the 

signs of nation building. Indeed, this coalition led the next armed revolt against 

Britain. 

                                                        
946 See above, section 5.4. 
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7.1.5.  Armed Revolution 

After the coalition failed to achieve its demands through peaceful resistance, it 

decided to achieve its demands through armed resistance.947 Thus, the fourth stage of 

the Shiite resistance started. It began after a fatwa was issued by Sheikh Muḥammad 

al-Shīrāzī calling for the use of force against Britain if it did not implement the Iraqi 

people’s demand for full independence. There were many internal and external 

factors that encouraged the Iraqi people to resort to the armed revolution against the 

British. After issuing this fatwa, the coalition started preparing for the revolution by 

coordinating with tribal leaders, providing them with money and weapons.  

On 30 June 1920, the Iraqi revolution was launched against the British 

authorities in the Rumaitha area, and during the revolution, the coalition worked 

under the leadership of the chief of Shiite religious authority in Iraq Sheikh 

Muḥammad al-Shīrāzī. After his death, the coalition continued its work under the 

leadership of Sheikh Fatḥallah Sheikh al-Sharīʻa al-ʼAṣfahānī. The coalition 

established councils to lead the revolution, and issued newspapers to spread news 

about the revolution both inside and outside Iraq. It is important to mention that the 

coalition held negotiations with the British about issues of concern to the 

revolutionaries. Nevertheless, the British troops succeeded in suppressing the revolt 

a few months after its commencement. The main reason for this was the asymmetry 

of the military powers between the two sides, as well the measures taken by the 

British administration. Consequently, the leaders of the revolution decided to leave 

Iraq. By these events, the fourth stage of the Shiite resistance ended.   

The Iraqi revolution caused the death of 609 British troops, along with death 

and injury to 8,450 Iraqis. Moreover, the Iraqi revolution cost the British treasury 

£100,000,000; three times as much as Britain spent funding the entire Arab revolt 

against the Ottomans. As a result of these military and financial losses, the British 

press criticised British policy in Iraq. At the same time, there was a divergence of 

views amongst British politicians as to the future of Iraq. However, at the Cairo 

Conference held on 12 March 1921, they agreed that Faisal should head Iraq and be 

appointed as its King through a popular referendum under a British mandate. 

                                                        
947 See above, section 6.2. 
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7.1.6. A New Beginning: Iraq 

The idea of appointing Faisal b. Ḥussein as a ruler of Iraq appeared during the 

passive resistance, thus, it can be argued that the resistance started to take more 

organized way of confronting the British occupation. Although Britain appointed 

Faisal to power, his appointment was decided upon to reconcile the various 

conflicting elements, so that Faisal could be made acceptable to the nationalists, to 

those who wanted close British control, and of course to the French. In June 1921, 

Faisal arrived in Basra. Immediately after his arrival, he sought the support of the 

Shiite clerics because he was aware of their influence over the Iraqi people, especially 

those who resided in the Middle of Euphrates region and in the holy cities. In these 

areas, the clerics could issue a fatwa against him and the people of these areas would 

have considered it to be binding, therefore, Faisal was trying to become a King as 

quickly as possible to avoid any obstacles that might result from the growing concern 

amongst the Iraqi people and clergy about the British mandate imposed on Iraq. It 

would hinder his selection as King if the Iraqi people refused the mandate because of 

their desire for the complete independence of Iraq. The British succeeded in 

implementing their scheme and appointed Faisal as the ruler of Iraq. Based on the 

outcome of the referendum, (which was 96 per cent in his favour), Faisal was 

crowned King of Iraq on 23 August 1921.  

The Iraqi revolution had not succeeded in achieving the full independence of 

Iraq without tutelage or mandate, but it had managed to change Britain's policy with 

regard to the future of Iraq. In addition, the Iraqi revolution succeeded in 

consolidating the efforts of the Shiite resistance that it had been striving to achieve 

since the early days of the British occupation; nation-building. These efforts led to 

the formation of the modern state of Iraq, which included three vilayets Mosul, 

Baghdad and Basra under the rule of one of the sons of al-Sharīf Ḥussein. Britain 

was forced to appoint Faisal ruler of Iraq to avoid further financial and military 

losses.  More importantly, the revolution contributed to the creation of a conscious 

generation demanding their rights and refusing autocracy. This would affect future 

events in Iraq. 
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7. 2. Recommendations for Future Studies 

This thesis provided a thorough discussion of the Shiite resistance to the British 

occupation of Iraq during a specific historical period. It focused on the religious, 

military, political, and tribal aspects of the resistance setting new prospects for future 

studies. There are still some aspects related to the Iraqi resistance that would benefit 

from further examination at post-doctoral level. These include, for example, the role 

of women in the resistance against the British occupation of Iraq from 1914–1921; 

the role of women in social terms during the British occupation of Iraq. Existing 

literature has not adequately discussed the role of women in the national resistance 

before the 1920 revolute in Iraq, but according to local historians women had a role 

in the battles that took place against the British occupation, and carried out by the 

tribes of the Middle Euphrates. One of the battles near Diwaniyah in 1917, a woman 

named Ammārī, the wife of one of the leaders of Al-Jubūr, entered among the fighters 

and took off her headscarf. The clans raised and attacked the English forces and drove 

them from their positions, but she was hit by a shell that claimed his life. 

Another area which would merit further study is the tribal alliances during the 

British occupation of Iraq. In relation to the resistance in a country such as Iraq, tribes 

can hardly be considered marginal, as they formed the majority of the population in 

the study period. In addition to the fact that the spark ignited the largest revolution in 

the modern history of Iraq was a minor dispute with Sha‘lān Abū al-Jūn, an important 

sheikh in the town of al-Rumaitha. Therefore, further studies and exploration of Iraqi 

resistance could focus on tribal alliances during the British occupation of Iraq. 
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Al-Jbūrī (Baghdad, 1987). 



 211 
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Al-Bāzirkān, Ḥasān, Min Aḥdāth Baghdad Wa Diyali Athnā’ Thwarat Al-‘Ishrīn in Iraq 

(Events of Baghdad, Diyala during the Twentieth Revolution in Iraq) (Baghdad, 

1999). 

Al-Dabāgh, Hāshim, Al-‘Imām al-Mujāhid al-Shiekh Muḥammad al-Khālisī (Al-‘Imām al-

Mujāhid al-Shiekh Muḥammad al-Khālisī) (Tehran, 1998). 
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Al-Dūrī, ‘Abdu al-‘Azīz, Al-Juthūr al-Tārīkhiya Li Al-Qawmiya Al-‘Arabiya (The 

Historical Roots of Arab Nationalism) (Beirut, 1960). 

Al-Fatlāwī, ‘Abdu al-Zahra, ‘Āshiq al-Iraq ʻAbd al-Wāḥid Sakar (Lover of Iraq, ʻAbd al-

Wāḥid Sakar) (Najaf, 2006). 
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in the Development of Modern Iraq's Politics) (Kuwait, 1990 [1986]). 

Al-Qazwīnī, ’Amīr Muḥammad, Al-Sh‘ia Fī -‘Aqā’idihim Wa ’Aḥkāmihim (Shiites in Their 

Beliefs and Rulings) (Beirut, 1977). 
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