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6 March: The Iraqi minister of interior, Salih Jabr, issues a law that strips all Jews of Iraqi 

nationality 

13 March: Lebanon and Syria break the economic union 

May: The Tripartite Declaration from western powers prohibits weapons exports to the 

Middle East 

25 June: Outbreak of the Korean War 

8 July: Ba‘th Party claims “Neutrality, the natural way toward Arabness [al-‘uruba].” 

December: Foundation of the Development Board 

1951 

2 January: Nuri al-Sa‘id delivers a speech in the House of Representatives denouncing 

feudalism (al-nizam al-iqta‘i) 

August: Nuri al-Sa‘id reaches a new oil agreement with the Iraq Petroleum Company  

2 December: Fourth coup in Syria by Adib al-Shishakli 

1952 

4 April: al-Shishakli bans all political parties in Syria 

23 July: The Free Officers take power in Egypt 

October: A series of demonstrations lead to the resignation of the president of the 

Lebanese Republic, Bishara al-Khuri 

22–25 November: Intifada in Iraq 

1953 

22 May: Faisal II is crowned king 

21 June: al-Shishakli becomes president of the republic and a new constitution is 

established 

29 September: Representatives of most of the Syrian parties attend a congress in Homs 

and announce a pact denouncing the new constitution and committing to fighting the 

regime until its collapse 

September: Muhammad Fadil al-Jamali forms his first government 

October: The Arab Liberation Movement wins the legislative elections in Syria 

1954 

February: Uprising in Jebel Druze 

25 February: al-Shishakli is overthrown 

April: al-Jamali resigns after failing to pass his budget 

April: Massive flood in Baghdad 

6 June: Legislative elections in Iraq  



 16 
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10 November: Premier ‘Ali Jawda announces the establishment of a $40m five-year social 

development program in Iraq 

19 September: Partial legislative elections in Damascus, opposing ‘Adnan al-Malki 
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15 October: Negotiation over Euphrates Dam in Syria completed 

16 October: Iraq announces it is not cooperating with Arab League after the League 

admits Kuwait 
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[ch]Introduction 

17 April 1946. Damascus. On the balcony of his residence, the Syrian president, Shukri al-

Quwatli, wearing a frock coat and tarboosh, stands in front of the crowd gathered to listen to 

his speech.1 His posture and clothes are part of his performance as representative of the 

Syrians and defender of the renaissance of modern Syria. He delivers a speech to launch the 

festivities: the last French soldier has left Syrian territory, symbolically heralding the 

independence of the former mandate. In his speech, al-Quwatli recalls his country’s long 

struggle against colonial powers, drawing parallels between the Ottoman and French 

occupations in order to condemn any encroachment on national sovereignty. He commends 

the authorities—the parliament, and himself as the newly elected president of Syria since 

1943—for their role during the final stages of the struggle against the French. Finally, he 

describes the new challenges ahead, including the need to assert national sovereignty in the 

economic and diplomatic fields and to fulfil the true promise of independence by giving “the 

people” the right to live and to exercise their prerogatives as citizens. Thus he gives birth to 

the new nation under his command. 

In 1946, Shukri al-Quwatli was already well-known as a First World War activist 

against the Ottoman authorities and as a member of the major nationalist group al-Kutla al-

Wataniya (the National Bloc). He rose to the top of the party by taking a strong stance against 

any negotiations with the French. Thanks to his political maneuverings both inside the party 

and in the parliament, he managed to get himself elected as president at the end of the Second 

World War. He symbolized the elite, who had campaigned for the establishment of a 

constitutional order to achieve independence, and who argued that a parliamentary system 

could resolve the divisions within the nation witnessed during the Ottoman period and 

subsequently help build a modern and independent country. Their commitment to the 

constitutional ideals that emerged during the late nineteenth century saw them ascribe a high 

value to economic freedom and political rights. 1946 marked a turning point: representatives 

in the assembly could now assume power and rule the country without any foreign 

supervision. 

25 February 1946. Baghdad. Tawfiq al-Suwaydi, often seen in a suit and tie and 

wearing small glasses, has not waited for his confirmation as president of the council of 

ministers to put forth his ideas for reform. He has written an article for the national daily 

newspaper, al-Zaman,2 in which he argues for the necessary amendment of the emergency 

law in order to reestablish constitutional order. This initiative comes a few days before his 

appointment as president of the council, a position he had occupied two decades earlier. On 5 
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March, he stands up in the House of Representatives (Majlis al-Nuwwab al-‘Iraqi), confident 

of the assembly’s support for his program. The regent, who is in charge of the country until 

the young King Faisal II comes of age, agrees to al-Suwaydi’s initiative, which will put an 

end to the particular cirumstances created in the aftermath of the Second World War. Since 

1941, the British have reoccupied the country, and successive Iraqi governments have 

implemented emergency laws. Hamdi al-Bashahshi, the previous president of the council, has 

tried to shift away from this position. Eventually, Tawfiq al-Suwaydi announces a new era in 

which the Iraqi constitution will overtly structure the political game: all Iraqi men will have 

the right and the opportunity to compete for power.  

Tawfiq al-Suwaydi had already been president of the council once, the youngest ever, 

in 1929.3 After studying law, he joined the new Iraqi bureaucracy formed in the wake of the 

First World War. He distinguished himself in the service of King Faisal I and soon rose to be 

president of the council when Iraq became a member of the League of Nations. He embodied 

the new elite that supported the Iraqi monarchy, and ascribed a high value to the law as a tool 

for changing the social, cultural, economic, and political orders, whilst also upholding the 

social order prevailing in Iraq. He therefore fought for the spirit of the constitution, 

proclaiming Iraq as a “constitutional liberal monarchy.” His campaign against the emergency 

law highlighted his commitment to this and opened a new era. In the coming months, 

political parties emerged and competed with one another. In 1946, events took place in Iraq 

that emphasized the need for a true parliamentary system.  

Both leaders represented the new elite who had assumed power on the eve of 

independence. Their general attitude toward the institutional system was reflected both in 

their posture—adopting clearly western standards not only in terms of attire but also in terms 

of the constitution—and their practices. Al-Quwatli led the National Bloc, trusting this party 

to be the right vehicle to fight against the French and then to establish his dominion over 

parliament. Al-Suwaydi went through several new political groups before forming and 

leading the government, and advocated strongly in favor of the full implementation of 

constitutional freedoms. Both belonged to families of the established classes who had become 

involved in politics during the interwar period, endorsing constitutionalist values as the true 

way to build modern nations on the ashes of the Ottoman Empire. 

8 February 1963. Baghdad. In the early morning, officers and soldiers first assassinate 

Jalal al-Awqati, the communist air force chief, and then occupy the Abu Ghraib radio station. 

In the following hours, ‘Abd al-Salam ‘Arif and his supporters will manage to take control of 

the majority of the centers of power and besiege the Ministry of Defense, where the prime 
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minister and head of state, ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim, has taken refuge. The attackers finally seize 

the building and execute Qasim. The coup staged by ‘Arif and his followers establishes the 

first Ba‘thist regime in Iraq, which is to witness massive bloodshed in the coming months. 

This event also ends all discussion of the reestablishment of certain constitutional elements 

and former political parties.4 Those remaining politicians who played a role during the 

monarchy and Qasim’s regime are sidelined. A new era has begun. A month later, the event 

is mirrored in Damascus. Officers stage a coup against Khalid al-‘Azm’s government despite 

the fact that he had introduced emergency law a few weeks earlier. Soon thereafter, the new 

leaders call on the Ba‘thist activists to assume power and govern. As in Iraq, a new historical 

sequence has been set in motion. 

Both regimes employed the same rhetoric and practices of power—even if in the case 

of Iraq they were far more brutal. As a last resort, in both countries a revolutionary council 

appointed a government, whose policies and administrative appointments framed general 

state discourse. The two Ba‘thist coups did not put an end to military unrest. On the contrary, 

leadership turnover accelerated during the 1960s. Something new emerged from these coups 

and counter-coups, marking a period that has been identified as an “age of revolution.”5 The 

core principles of this period put all aspects of the parliamentary system, liberal ideas, and 

constitutional regulations in jeopardy. The circumstances—including the rural crisis, the 

betrayal of the old elites, and imperialist threats—legitimized authoritarian rule from the 

perspective of the new authorities. In 1963, something snapped.  

These two initially separate national paths illustrate how in the aftermath of the 

Second World War, each country’s elite endorsed a parliamentary system as the right way to 

build sovereignty. They believed that elected assemblies would allow their countries to 

modernize to Western standards while at the same time reinforcing their own power as the 

true and legitimate representatives of the nation. Representatives in 1946 shared broadly 

liberal convictions such as the need to defend and expand constitutional rights, to establish a 

standard procedure for ensuring a balance of powers, and to guarantee individuals’ ownership 

rights. These elites belonged to a tradition stretching back to the last decades of the Ottoman 

Empire,6 a period during which reforms eventually framed a new form of political 

representation based on councils and the delegation of power. These institutions were then 

reorganized during the mandate period: the French and the British replicated European 

models, strengthening parliament as the core institution of the two newly established states. 

From 1946 onwards, this new institutional and political form permitted new elites to rule. 

Although there were struggles between different groups and different ideologies, the 
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parliaments retained power by and large until 1963, when the military wings of the Ba‘th 

Party staged coups, first in Iraq and then in Syria, that swiftly destroyed this system. How and 

why did this political system, which in many respects provided the framework for a specific 

period (1946–63), fall apart? Should these years be considered an extension of the mandate 

period or were they rather a prelude to the authoritarian regimes that followed? Did the elites 

emerging at the end of the Second World War fail to achieve genuine independence? This 

book aims to answer these questions and others. It emphasizes the importance and impact of 

a representative system on the conduct of political affairs and scrutinizes how, in two non-

European and non-American settings, the authorities adopted a system of assembly, and how 

they managed it and its inherent tensions.  

Answers to all these questions have been suggested in the historiography constructed 

in the wake of the Ba‘thist coups. Three major issues have been addressed by the rare studies 

on this period.7 For a long time, two main approaches dominated this very limited research: 

the long 1950s (1946–63) were either incorporated into a broader narrative that set the stage 

for the advent of the authoritarian regime, or they were represented as the final years of 

colonial rule.8 These views underlined certain characteristics, such as the predominance of 

the old classes or initial attempts to establish personal rule, but they failed to recognize the 

specificity of this time period. These analyses did not tackle the intersection of multifaceted 

political phenomena present in this moment, including regular elections, the implementation 

of emergency law, the freedom of the press, the open expression of opinions, the formation of 

new political parties, frequent military coups, and the joint exercise of power by members of 

the old classes and reformist newcomers.  

Others highlighted the close links between internal and external actors. Patrick Seale 

has argued that the constant unrest in Syria was the result of the permanent struggle between 

Iraq and Egypt to control the Syrian stage through local politicians, thus placing events 

within the broader context of the advent of the Cold War.9 Matthew Elliot has interpreted 

Iraqi political games in terms of British actions to promote new parliamentary processes in 

which two major groups would compete but both remain closely allied with Great Britain.10 

These perspectives underscore an important factor of instability: the interplay between 

national and foreign partners that fueled radicalization. However, they dismiss parliaments as 

irrelevant, while remaining unable to show how the Hashemite court ruled over the system, 

or how the British controlled public opinion and the main political outcomes during this 

period. Moreover, these explanations do not adequately address the foundation of either 

regime or the question of its sustainability. If we compare Jordan and Syria, for example, it is 
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clear that both were under pressure, but only the former regime survived.11 External events 

cannot, therefore, fully explain the functioning of these regimes, and all these aspects beg 

further examination. Similarly, focusing on important figures in Iraq such as Nuri al-Sa‘id, 

and external influences such as the British, overshadows the concrete and daily functioning 

of two innovative political systems. Newcomers and new political parties were able to 

compete for access to power and, more importantly, to frame the general public debate.  

Previous scholarship does not, therefore, provide an adequate framework for these 

two systems. This book opens a new investigation into this crucial period of Iraqi and Syrian 

history to understand how and why a specific system was formed at the end of the Second 

World War that then survived until the beginning of the 1960s.  

Another historiographical trend emerged during the 1970s and 1980s, inspired by 

Hanna Batatu’s impressive work on the social evolution of Iraq. In his seminal study,12 

Batatu provides an overview of two aspects of Iraq’s socio-political history. His first concern 

is the social composition of Iraqi society, based on peasant communities and tribal groups. 

He adopts a neo-Weberian approach and tries to refine our understanding of the class system 

in the Middle East. He then turns his attention to the political dynamics initiated by the 

“progressive parties,” predominantly the communists and Ba‘thists.  

This comprehensive view yielded some very important observations on Iraq during 

the modern period. However, it opposed two universes: on the one hand, the “old classes,” 

those elite groups that emerged during the nineteenth century who, according to Batatu, 

remained static and largely unaffected by events; and on the other, certain revolutionary 

movements—the Wathba, the massive 1948 uprising, and the Intifada in 1952—that shaped 

political opposition and provided the necessary momentum to struggle against the “old 

classes.” In this regard, the political narrative seems legitimate only when it allows the author 

to shed light on the revolutionary period and its outcomes. Moreover, without taking into 

consideration the different political sequences, Batatu neglects to account for certain major 

actors. For example, he underestimates the importance of the Shia ulama at the beginning of 

the century,13 whose injection of liberal and constitutionalist ideas into public debate staved 

off British pretensions to domination in Iraq for some years. Similarly, in his consideration of 

Syria, Batatu provides important insights into the peasant movement but neglects to connect 

it to the broader political and institutional field. Why did he refuse to narrate the political 

activities of the “old classes”? Did the actors decline to commit themselves? Moreover, how 

did his analysis undermine the very legitimacy of Arab parliaments and elevate revolutionary 

positions?  
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Batatu’s works exemplify the nationalist and revolutionary bias in Middle Eastern 

historiography. From this perspective, the “old classes” and their political system belonged to 

a colonial legacy that had to be erased in order to establish true sovereignty. The Egyptian 

model—the Free Officers Movement and Nasser’s leadership—was held up as an example. 

In so doing, historians such as Jacques Berque followed the official position of leading 

parties of the time,14 overlooking certain time periods, and condemning the attempts of a 

liberal age to damnatio memoriae. Other social and political mechanisms played a role: 

writing contemporary history remained a challenge in most countries when their authorities 

gained independence. Even Albert Hourani, a staunch defender of liberal thought,15 ended his 

study on the eve of the Second World War. Certainly, he introduced the concept of liberalism 

into Arabic studies by examining how thinkers and activists changed Arabic political 

vocabulary to match the need to reform the Ottoman Empire and fight colonialism. However, 

he did not link this long struggle to its social and political background. He refused to look at 

the post-war period as a further liberal sequence. Naturally, the meaning of liberalism 

changed, but it was a constituent part of the political realm. Consequently, close attention to 

internal mechanisms will help us to understand the complexity of what I qualify as a liberal 

order based on parliamentary systems.  

More recently, Joshua Landis and Steven Heydemann have aimed to draw attention to 

key processes that emerged during the post-war period in Syria.16 Landis has analyzed how 

minorities—mostly sectarian groups—interacted with the new regime and how the regime’s 

leader, Shukri al-Quwatli, crushed any expression of otherness that implied regional 

autonomy or the decentralization of decision-making processes. Landis clearly shows how 

the concept of za‘ama still defined power relationships in the late 1940s. This concept is 

central to the present study as it refers to a specific relationship with several facets:17 a sense 

of honor and its recognition by a given community, the economic ability of its holder to 

respond to the social needs of their fellows, the means to capitalize on resources, and finally 

the capacity to stand for a broader community. However, as Landis ends his study in 1949 

and avoids discussing the relationship between the form taken by the regime and the nature of 

the political game, he is unable to expand his conclusions in order to highlight one of the 

contradictions of the political system: the tension between the modern and the traditional 

manifested in the conflict between the opening and closing of these representative 

institutions. This study intends to build on Landis’s conclusions: when institutionalized 

through parliamentary procedures, the za‘ama reinforced the role of political leaders from the 

great families.  




