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The regime that emerged from the 1958 July Revolution in Iraq bore, at least in its first months, 

the imprint of ambiguousness. There was, to begin with, no clear focus of political authority. No 

one person, force or institution dominated the scene. Another factor of uncertainty was the hybrid 

character of the forces supporting the new regime. Qassem and other members of the Free Officers 

had no distinguishable political orientations. Others had some socialistic vague sympathies while 

ministers such as Ibrahim Kubbah were open Marxists. Likewise, the Free Officers’ coup was backed 

by different sectors from the Iraqi opposition among which the National Democrats and the Kurdish 

Democratic Party. However, the most powerful and conclusive support for Qassem came from the 

Iraqi Communist Party (ICP).

 

According to Batatu, the ICP constituted the only organized force capable offsetting the nationalist 

officers (mainly Pan-Arabists) who sought to provoke the downfall of Qassem. This is, in essence, 

why the latter began giving in to the demands of the Communists.1 Qassem allowed the Communists 

to increasingly become dominant within different social spaces such as the worker and student unions 

or even to openly take control over the Baghdad Radio. In March 1959, the posts of chief censor 

and director general of guidance were also allocated to well-known communists and Naziha al-

Dulaimi became the first woman and communist member to be appointed to an Iraqi government. 

Consequently, the ICP reached its highest point of influence between mid-May 1959 and 1960. In 

turn, the Communists never turned their backs on Qassem. Moreover, they took his blows without 

serious resistance. If the Communists occasionally fought Qassem back, as in November 1960, they 

did it on a limited scale. 

 

In retrospect, one could argue that Qassem and the ICP were “allies in need.” One could even put 

forward the idea that the ICP served Qassem’s designs in order to build up a dictatorship while the 

former turned blind eyes to the authoritarian practices of Qassem’s government, because they had 

1 H. Batatu, The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq: a Study 

of Iraq’s Old Landed and Commercial Classes and of its Communists, Ba‘thists and Free 

Officers (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978), p. 847.
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become a powerful political force in Iraq. In this sense, both allies accepted a sort of “bargain” from 

which they took benefit. Moreover, one could charge the ICP, as many nationalists did, of having 

helped Qassem to consolidate his authoritarian rule. In sum, the communists and groups alike were 

Qassem’s “collaborators.” However, my contention is that things were more complex than the 

aforementioned reasoning suggest. In fact, this analysis stems from the observation of the outcomes of 

the Free Officers’ revolution and not from the complex interactions between different social actors as 

well as the potential fluidity of those relations throughout the Qassem’s period. 

 

In this paper I’ll thus argue that the authoritarian drift of Qassem’s regime was not the natural 

evolution of the first Republican regime in Iraq, but rather the result of a historical process made 

of tensions and compromises between different actors and social groups. I’ll intend to confirm this 

hypothesis while focusing on the interactions between the regime and the leftist elements within the 

intellectual and university milieu.

 

But before that, let me point out some general considerations in order to frame the alliance between 

the Communists and Qassem. To begin with, relations between Qassem and the ICP were never 

easy. Political and symbolic “victories” from one side or the other were the consequence of several 

factors such as power balance, domestic context, tensions amid each side, etc. Thus, for example, 

the legalisation of official organ of the ICP (the People’s Union) was due to Communist pressure, 

not to Qassem’s will. At the same time, the ICP inability to smooth Qassem’s authoritarian decisions 

was also due to its internal problems. The phenomenal growth of the ICP during the months after the 

revolution led to serious organizational difficulties. While the experience of the ICP and its ability to 

play a dominant role in national life had indeed increased, the party was not adequately equipped to 

cope with the immensity of the new tasks that lay ahead.2 

 

Secondly, communists were aware of certain authoritarian policies, especially since some communist-

led groups were also the victims of state coercion, but they hoped that if they maintained their alliance 

with Qassem the regime could still be “democratized”. On the other hand, some groups among 

the Communists took advantage of their “special relationship” with the regime to perform some 

authoritarian practices too. Thus, for example, according to some British reports “people in cinemas 

who did not applaud when Khrushchev appeared on the screen had their backs marked with white 

2 U. Dann, Iraq under Qassem: a Political History, 1958–63 (New York: Praeger, 1969), p. 

113-114.
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chalk and were liable to be beaten up when they left the cinema.”3

 

Thirdly, Qassem and the Communists shared some ideas and goals: a vague concept of social 

justice and the search for social and economic development. These common goals were not just a 

question of goodwill. Between 1958 and 1963, Qassem reduced the rents of rooms and houses. More 

significantly, he brought down the price of the flat loaf of bread and the price of flour supplied to 

bakeries. Qassem also limited night work, enforced provisions for social insurance against sickness 

and unemployment, and in the first year of his regime allowed wage earners to combine freely and to 

federate in a general union. Oil revenues were redirected towards the immediate needs of the poorer 

sections of society.4 

 

However, Qassem never sought to take control over Iraqi economy. On the contrary, while showing 

a concern for the wide masses of the labouring poor, Qassem also sought to secure the goodwill of 

the men of capital. Interestingly, the ICP did not push Qassem to adopt an aggressive policy against 

national capital either.5

 

Yet, Qassem shared two other goals with the leftist groups: namely the “liberation” of the Iraqi 

culture from the colonial legacy; and a “desire of modernity” in which intellectuals, technical schools 

and universities were supposed to play a relevant role. Like in the late nineteenth century, such 

maxims as “education is the key to modernization” were frequently heard in the speeches of both 

the United Nations and government officials.6 In promoting the expansion of training in science and 

technology – engineering, commerce, and agriculture –some governments encouraged mass education 

3 FO 371/141086/10113/9/59. British Embassy. Baghdad, 4 March 1959.

4 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, 3rd revised edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2007).

5 H. Batatu, op. cit., pp. 838-841.

6 R.G. Sultana, ‘The Euro-Mediterranean regions and its Universities: An overview of 

trends, challenges, and prospects’, Mediterranean Journal of Educational Studies, 4(2) 

(1999), p. 17. See for instance, M.T. Ozelli, ‘The Estimates of Private Internal Rates of 

Return on Educational Investment in the First Turkish Republic, 1923–1960’, International 

Journal of Middle East Studies, 1(2) (1970), pp. 154–176.
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at university level at the expense of quality.7 To a certain extent, the students and the youth – both 

as individuals and as a group – were a product of the attempts by these countries to cope with the 

challenge of modernization.

 

Colonel Al Mahdawi, for example, claimed that: “Students in all over the world are soldiers of 

science, literature and arts, which are the essential elements of uprising nations and progressing 

countries […] Besides students are always soldiers of justice, democracy, liberty and peace.”8 

Expectations vis-à-vis the universities and the students were not limited to the state. To the Iraqi 

communist party: “The students are part of the enlightened section of the people; they closely 

follow world events; they are linked with the democratic and social movements and they could 

play a big part in deepening patriotic political consciousness and in combating the reactionaries and 

imperialism.”9 

 

The convergence of the expectations of the Iraqi regime and the leftist groups is not surprising. In 

reality, the western-style developmentalist thinking and the Marxist concepts of the time both shared 

one same objective: access to the universal through progress, progress being intimately linked to the 

expansion of education. I’ll develop these common visions that led to a special relationship between 

the regime and the intellectual milieu in the next few minutes.

 

The struggle for cultural independence and the Iraqi identity

Like in Egypt, the expansion of secondary and higher education stimulated the growth of nationalism 

and associative life through formal networks such as student organizations, professional associations, 

and political clubs. Like in Egypt too, colonial limitations restricted the expansion of higher education 

in Iraq during the British mandate.10 As Orit Bashkin puts it, the state, under British surveillance, 

7 J. M. Landau, ‘Arab and Turkish Universities: Some Characteristics’, pp. 8–9. See also 

Sh. Al-Misnad, The Development of Modern Education in the Gulf (London: Ithaca Press, 

1985); N. El-Sanabary, Education in the Arab Gulf States and the Arab World: An Annotated 

Bibliography (New York: Garland, 1992).

8 USNSA, Box 221, The Iraqi student, Published by General Union of Students in Iraqi 

Republic, June 1959, p. 3.

9 Iraqi Letter, 2–3 (Feb.-March 1962), p. 25.

10 See R. Tignor, Modernization and British Colonial Rule in Egypt, 1882–1914 (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1966), pp. 319–348.
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was quite active in silencing intellectuals though various means, such as co-optation and inciting 

intellectuals to join the patronage system.11 Yet, throughout the 1930s, the Middle East experienced 

a wave of radicalization, especially among the young intelligentsia. Student activists turned to anti-

British politicians or supported anti-British parties ranging from the radical right to the radical left. 

Not surprisingly, students and intellectuals generally welcomed the end of the Monarchy in 1958. 

Indeed Qassem attempted to win student’s hearts. After the 1958 revolution, the Iraqi government 

opened three new higher institutes and reintroduced evening courses. Numbers of students both in 

Iraq and abroad increased throughout his rule.

 

On the other hand, tensions around the identity of the state were especially salient in Iraq and were 

to seep into the intellectual milieu. Eric Davis argues that the period between 1946 and 1958 saw the 

sharpening and deepening of the cleavage between “communists” – Iraqi nationalists – on the one 

hand, and “Nasserists” and Pan-Arab nationalists, on the other hand. The same author has offered a 

comprehensive account of what he has called a “symbiotic relationship” between the state and the 

intellectuals during the Qassem period.12 

 

Davis argues that the regime focused on history and folklore in order to create a new Iraqi 

identity, “Iraqist” or Iraqi centred, as opposed to Pan-Arab, in the face of both domestic and 

international challenges. Further, folklore served to bridge the ethnic gap between Sunni and Shi’i 

Arabs and Kurds because it emphasized their cultural commonalities. Thus Qassem approached the 

intellectuals in order to gain in legitimacy in the eyes of the young intelligentsia and Iraqist groups. 

Consequently, unlike the monarchical state, which did not organize its own organic intellectuals, the 

Qassem regime encouraged intellectuals to actively promote the revolution and opened the door of 

the state apparatus to them. In addition to encouraging the publishing of its ideas in the mass media, 

the state also attempted to strengthen sympathetic intellectual organisations such as the Iraqi Writers 

Union.

 

11 O. Bashkin, The Other Iraq. Pluralism and Culture in Hashemite Iraq (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 2009), p. 35

12 E. Davis, Memories of State. Politics, History, and Collective Identity in Modern Iraq 

(Berkeley: University of California, 2005).
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Yet the inclusion of many intellectuals in the state apparatus after the July 58 Revolution dramatically 

increased the influence of the left on cultural matters because a large percentage of the Iraqi 

intelligentsia were leftist or even communists in orientation. Therefore, the rise of leftist influence 

within the state was at least to a certain extent an unintentional consequence of Qassem’s designs and 

not the result of a well-established plan. 

 

The struggle at the universities

The relationship between the university and the state in the Middle East, as in many other regions, 

is of critical importance. In Iraq universities formed, as they still do in some cases, part of the state 

system and were considered as a quasi-government department. Colleges and universities were not 

only regarded as adjuncts and instruments of state policy, but also were extremely sensitive to and 

affected by government changes.13 

 

During the second week of November 1958, the Cabinet authorized the formation of a General 

Students Federation to be the sole representation of secondary-school and university students in 

Iraq. The aims of the federation, as then envisaged by the Minister of Education, were clearly to 

discourage the traditional commitment of Iraqi students to politics. These objectives were described 

in an approving newspaper comment as: “enabling the students to organize their social and cultural 

activities on non-partisan basis.”14 However, other needs and interests soon prevailed. In the face 

of student activities among Pan-Arabists groups, the ministry did all its best (exclusion of non-Iraqi 

students from the electoral body, no time to speak out dissenting opinions) to pave the way for leftist 

elements during the student elections that took place in 1959.

 

The Communists student leaders won the elections and Mahdi Abd al-Karim, an ICP member, was 

elected president. Thereafter, the GUIS clearly pointed some political goals in the same line that 

those advanced by intellectuals: to cultivate love for the homeland, liberty and democracy; and to 

strengthen the great fraternity among Arabs, Kurds and other national minorities.

13 F. Qubain, Education and Science in the Arab World (Baltimore-Maryland: The Johns 

Hopkins Press), p. 502

14 U. Dann, op. cit., p. 121.
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The communist gained momentum within the General Union of Iraqi Students (GUIS) under 

Qassem’s rule partly because after the first congress in 1959, there had been no more students’ 

elections. The authorities at first objected to the holding of further elections because they expected 

another communist victory. Later, they withheld consent in order to prevent warfare among the 

nation’s student body. In so doing, the Communist party succeeded in controlling key positions within 

the GUIS until 1963.

 

Yet Qassem authority and leftist hegemony within the intellectual and student milieu was increasingly 

challenged. More importantly, Qassem and the ICP got involved in a stormy relationship from 1960 

onwards. On January 1, 1960, Qassem passed the Law of Association, which formally permitted 

the resumption of party life in Iraq. Yet, at the same time, the 1960 Association Law sought 

to “depoliticize” the most active sectors of the society. Thus the law stated that students of higher 

institutions were forbidden to participate in any kind of party activity in the grounds of their college.15

 

The ICP’s newspapers were outlawed for various periods and in diverse places from 1960 onwards. 

The League of Iraqi Women and the Student Federation, two other ICP-controlled organizations, 

were also subjected to heavy police repression. Interestingly, Qassem’s policy of repression aimed 

to weaken and neutralize Communist power within the country, rather than destroy the party as 

such. Despite this anticommunist campaign, the ICP continued to give its unconditional support to 

the government because of, in the words of Amer Abdalla a party leader, “the necessity to solidify 

national unity and support the ruling leaders in their efforts to protect this republic.”16 In reality, 

however, Qassem’s policy and the uncritical support to Qassem had weakened the power and 

influence of the party as well as its sister associations. Moreover, the communists were divided in the 

face of the ongoing political events.

 

In December 1961, the National Union of Iraqi Students (NUIS), with an obvious Pan-Arab lean, 

15 For an account of attempts of depoliticization in other countries such as Egypt, see A. 

Abdalla, The Student Movement and National Politics in Egypt, 1923–1973, pp. 83–85.

16 H. Batatu, op. cit., p. 957.
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was established at the Medical College in Baghdad. Although the new organization was immediately 

banned, it continued to exist underground and it was to play an important role in the overthrow 

of Abdul Karem Qassem.17 Indeed, the 43-day student strike initiated in December 1962 – first in 

colleges and then at the university announced the collapse of Qassem’s regime on February 8, 1963. 

 

At that point, they had no love for the regime, but the strike had broken out in protest 

against “communist interference” at the university, and was managed by the communists’ enemies, 

namely the Ba’thist. They were thus perceived as a part of the problem, rather than the solution to 

it. Though some communist students backed the strike, the ICP leadership remained divided on this 

issue. Communists were indeed dissatisfied with Qassem, but they could not actively side with the 

opposition for “the most likely successors to Qassem […] are right-wing Arab nationalists who would 

suppress the communists even more than the present regime does.”18 

 

As soon as the government broadcast released the news of the military coup, and despite its uneven 

relationship with Qassem, the party mobilised in vain thousands of its members into the streets to 

defend the regime. Ironically, Qassem refused to hand them the arms they needed to do so and asked 

his own forces to deal with the situation. 

 

Conclusion

The developmentalist ambitions of Qassem’s regime together with the utilisation of the capacity of 

students to mobilise led the Iraqi government to establish an ambiguous relationship with the leftist 

intellectuals and young “intelligentsia”. On the one hand, the Iraqi regime became increasingly 

dependent on these sectors for political and social legitimacy. Furthermore, intellectuals and 

universities won major concessions from governments by forming loose alliances with state officials 

sympathetic to student and universities’ interests while some communist members held state 

positions. On the other hand, the communists supported the regime until the end despite important 

grievances.

17 See several reports in FO 371/170428, January 1963

18 FO 371/170428/EQ1015/14. Memorandum written after discussion with Iraqi 

students, by Prof. E.F. Penrose, 17 January 1963.
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A quick analysis of this relationship would come up with the conclusion that there was a sort 

of “bargain” between the regime and the Iraqi left in 1958. However, I’ve tried to suggest that the 

story was much more complex. Indeed one must be aware of the strategies and intentions of the actors 

involved in the political field. Yet one must also observe the interactions between those strategies, 

intentions, desires and visions. First, the alliance between Qassem and the left in 1958 was to be 

renegotiated throughout the Qassem’s period leading to a series of conflicts and compromises half-

hearted accepted from both sides. Secondly, one cannot analyze this relationship solely in terms 

of needs and strategies. Qassem and the ICP shared some visions of the future for Iraq as well as 

some social and political goals. In other words, Qassem’s regime benefited from a certain degree 

of legitimacy in the eyes of the Iraqi left and other sectors of the society. In that sense, one should 

not automatically oppose legitimacy and coercion. Although one can denounce some authoritarian 

practices (including violence), it does not mean that one rejects a regime altogether. 

 

Finally, Qassem’s intention of limiting the communist influence between 1960-1963 while saving 

the ICP from state repression had some unintentional consequences: Qassem drastically weakened 

his political base and isolated his regime domestically. By the same token, the ICP realized towards 

the end of Qassem’s regime how isolated it was in spite of having had controlled some key positions 

within the state apparatus. Its close cooperation with the regime had not brought about an increasing 

hegemony over the Iraqi society but rather it had created a gap between the former and the latter.
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