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Was there an Iraq before there was 
an Iraq?
Nabil Al-Tikriti University of Mary Washington

Abstract
It is frequently stated that ‘Iraq’ did not exist until the British Empire created it
in the wake of the Great War. In the sense of a discreet nation-state entity with its
current borders, this statement is accurate. However, in the wider sense of the
term ‘Iraq’, observers of, publicists for, and willing inheritors of British imperial
legacies may have understated the long-standing ties which have characterized
the overlapping geographic realms that currently make up the State of Iraq. Not
only were the areas comprising the modern state of Iraq often united under
various ancient empires prior to the advent of Islam, but also there are signs that
the Ottomans – who ruled the region prior to the British – in some senses treated
these same areas as a loose administrative unit.

In the centuries following the mid-seventh century, Arab Muslim conquest
of historical Mesopotamia and its neighbouring regions, new geographic
terms arose and displaced the earlier ones. Throughout the high Abbasid
caliphate, the region formerly known as ‘Mesopotamia’ came to be known
as ‘al-Jazira’ or ‘the island’. Meanwhile, the region once known as ‘Sumer’ –
today’s Southern Iraq – came to be known as ‘al-Sawad’ or ‘the dark’, in
reference to the rich silt deposited by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers.

Reflecting somewhat the division of the Islamic world into Arab and
Turco-Persian spheres in the wake of the thirteenth century Mongol inva-
sions, yet another regional categorization appeared on the scene: ‘Iraq-i
‘Arab’ (Arab Iraq) and ‘Iraq-i ‘Ajam’ (Iranian Iraq). These ‘two Iraqs’ corre-
sponded to the lands which today straddle the Iran–Iraq border, with Iraq-i
‘Arab largely synonymous with the modern state of Iraq. This geographic
nomenclature remained in use well into the early modern period. For
example, in 1534 Ottoman sources referred to Süleyman the Magnificient’s
(1520–1566) eastern campaign against the Safavid rulers of Iran as the
‘Campaign of the Two Iraqs’.1

Once the Ottomans had successfully executed their hostile takeover of
the Arab half of this duo, their portion of the ‘two Iraqs’ became re-appor-
tioned into five vilayets (governorates). Three of those governorates were
named after their respective provincial capitals of Mosul, Baghdad and
Basra (including today’s Kuwait) – and are widely remembered today as
the three former provinces which the British famously ‘cobbled together’
to form the state of Iraq.

1 Matrakçi Nasuh (d.
1564) memorialized
this expedition as
such in his illustrated
1538 campaign
memoir Illumination of
the Stages of Shah
Süleyman Khan’s Two
Iraqs Campaign
(Beyan-i menazil-i
sefer-i Irakayn-i Shah
Süleyman Han).
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In addition to Baghdad, Basra and Mosul, two other provinces can be
considered part of the Ottoman East largely administered from Baghdad
and later re-engineered by the British into the state of Iraq. The first of these
was the largely forgotten Ottoman–Safavid border province of Şehrizor, first
brought under Ottoman control in the 1534 ‘two Iraqs’ campaign.2

Populated primarily by Kurds and Assyrian Christians, this province had
first Kirkuk and then Sulaymaniyah for its capital.3 Şehrizor passed in and
out of Ottoman hands throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
depending on the varying fortunes of Ottoman-Safavid warfare. The Porte
ruled the province as something of a contingent frontier extension of
Mosul, and once the border stabilized the portion of Şehrizor retained by the
Ottomans was largely absorbed into the Mosul vilayet.4 Through this
administrative adjustment the Porte likely signified an intent to perma-
nently co-opt several semi-independent Kurdish principalities – which had
long provided light cavalry to patrol the borders in this rugged region – into
the more ethnically mixed and cosmopolitan Mosul province.

Kurdish nationalists today might argue that the areas of the old
Şehrizor vilayet retained by Iran should be rejoined with the areas now in
Iraq,5 while peculiarly optimistic Iraqi nationalists might argue that these
same areas belong to a historical ‘Greater Iraq’. However, the geography of
the territory carries its own logic: the mountain ranges which descend to
fertile plains just west of this border have long provided a natural frontier
demarcation between historical Iran and Iraq.

In addition to Şehrizor, one might also include al-Hasa, which corre-
sponds roughly to today’s al-Hasa province in Eastern Saudi Arabia.6 The
original justification for taking over this scarcely populated desert region
was the Ottoman-Portuguese rivalry over Indian Ocean trade routes.7 Al-
Hasa did not require a great deal of military investment to defend from the
Portuguese, although it did require certain resources to protect it from the
hostility of local nomadic populations. The province’s tax receipts usually
paid for its own administration, but whenever problems arose provincial
officials turned to Basra for assistance.8 The Porte governed this province
as a frontier extension of Basra as it came under Ottoman control in the
mid-sixteenth century, and continued to govern it thus well into the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries – when British mercantile encroachment
in the Gulf began to take effect. As a Shi‘i majority region historically
ruled from Basra, Iraqi nationalists can argue that this Ottoman legacy
supports inclusion of this region in any potential ‘Greater Iraq’.

Throughout most of the four centuries of Ottoman rule, Baghdad was
considered the pre-eminent province of the five, signified by the title of
vizier and the triple horse-tailed banner granted solely to the governor of
Baghdad.9 Similar extra-titular embellishments were provided to the gov-
ernors of Damascus (Shām vālı̄si) and Cairo (Mısır vālı̄si) – presumably due
to their status as former caliphal and/or major dynastic seats. Thus, long
before twentieth century European powers created new states out of the
empire’s remnants, it appears likely that Ottoman protocol treated the
provinces later moulded by colonial powers into Egypt, Syria and Iraq as
distinct entities.

Although each of the five aforementioned vilayets had varying connec-
tions with both Constantinople and their neighbouring provinces, each

2 This expedition passed
through Tabriz,
Urumiye, Sultaniye,
Baghdad and several
other towns on both
sides of today’s Iran-
Iraq border. Matrakçi
Nasuh, Beyan-i
menazil-i sefer-i
Irakayn-i Shah
Süleyman Han.

3 Abdullah, Thabit A.J.
(2003), A Short
History of Iraq,
London: Pearson-
Longman, p. 69.

4 When Mehmed
Hurşid [Paşa]
completed his
1848–1852
Seyāhatnāme-i Hudūd
following his
participation in an
Ottoman-Iranian
border commission,
he devoted one of his
six chapters to
describing the eyalet
of Şehrizor. Hurşid,
Mehmed [Paşa]
(1997), Seyāhatnāme-i
Hudūd, (trans.
Alāattin Eser)
Istanbul, pp.
168–218.

5 Those areas formerly
part of the Ottoman
vilayet of Şehrizor
have the highest
concentration of
Kurds in Iran today.

6 This region is also
known as ‘al-Ahsa’,
and in Turkish it is
usually rendered as
‘Lahsa’.

7 Özbaran, Salih
(1972), ‘The Ottoman
Turks and the
Portuguese in the
Persian Gulf,
1534–1581’, Journal
of Asian History 6, 
pp. 45–87.

8 For an examination of
Ottoman rule in this
area, see Mandaville,
Jon E. (1970), ‘The
Ottoman Province of
al-Hasa in the
Sixteenth and
Seventeenth
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clearly had a subsidiary relationship to Baghdad as the mini-metropole of
the Ottoman East. It might be useful to think of a pyramid of provincial
attachments in this region, with Şehrizor and al-Hasa at the bottom acting
respectively as extensions of Mosul and Basra, and Baghdad playing the
role of first among equals. Mosul was the most independent of the five
(from Baghdad), the most integrated into Ottoman central governance,
and oriented as much towards Diyarbakır and Aleppo as it was to
Baghdad. Basra, meanwhile, was as tied to Iran, the Gulf, and eventually
British interests as it was to Baghdad.

Ottoman–Iranian rivalry
By the time the Ottomans first entered the Mesopotamian scene with their
1515 conquest of Mosul, the major city of the region had long since lost
its lustre. Baghdad, which ranked among the largest and wealthiest cities
in the world during much of the ninth and tenth centuries C.E., had sunk
to the level of a medium sized regional centre by the sixteenth century.
This former imperial capital had never recovered from two sackings: by the
Mongols in 1258 and by Timur-i Lenk (Tamerlaine) in 1401. Concurrent
with these spasms of plundering violence, Baghdad also sank in stature
due to the longue durée shifting of political and economic focus away from
historical Mesopotamia towards both the Anatolian plateau and Iranian
highlands. Although Baghdad never re-emerged as a dynastic capital after
the 1258 Mongol conquest, the Porte revived it somewhat as the mini-
metropole of the Ottoman East.

Ottoman expansion into the region did not happen all at once, but
rather occurred in stages. The padışah’s crack janissary forces first con-
quered Mosul in 1515 towards the end of Yavuz Selim’s (1512–1520)
Çaldiran campaign. In 1534, Kanuni Süleyman (1520–1566) personally
led the ‘two Iraqs’ campaign, which both extended imperial control south
to Baghdad and secured the temporary occupation of such Iranian cities
as Tabriz, Urumiya, and Sultaniya. Following this campaign, the
Ottomans created the vilayet of Şehrizor, comprising Kurdish and Assyrian
Christian populations on both sides of today’s Iran-Iraq border. In 1546,
Ottoman forces operating out of Baghdad captured Basra from the
Safavids, and within a decade the Ottomans continued their expansion
south to al-Hasa in the Arabian Peninsula.10

Much of proto-Iraq’s history in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries
can be characterized as an era of spasmodic and violent competition
between the Ottomans and Safavids over their Mesopotamian frontier.
There were a series of border wars throughout this period, which in a
sense simply continued the regional violence which followed in the wake
of 1258. Just as Baghdad was once a bone of contention between Jalayirid,
Timurid, Qaraqoyunlu, Aqqoyunlu and other dynasties based in Tabriz,
Herat, Diyarbakir and other cities in the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries,
after the 1508 Safavid conquest of Baghdad the city and its hinterlands
remained a focus of border conflict between the Safavids – or their Iranian
successor states – and the Ottomans until well into the eighteenth century.

Ottoman control was not at all certain for the first two centuries, as the
Safavids and the Nadir Shah regime which succeeded them continued to
threaten Iraq and periodically re-conquer parts of it until the middle of the

Centuries’, Journal of
the American Oriental
Society, 90: 3, pp.
486–513.

9 Abdullah, A Short
History of Iraq, p. 68.

10 For studies of the
major Ottoman-
Safavid campaigns,
see Allouche, Adel
(1983), The Origins
and Development of the
Ottoman-Safavid
Conflict, 1500–1555,
Berlin; Bacqué-
Grammont,
Jean-Louis (1987),
Les Ottomans, les
Safavides et leurs
voisins, Istanbul and
Mazzaoui, Michel
(1972), The Origins of
the Safawids, Shi‘ism,
Su \fism and the Gula
\t, Wiesbaden.
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eighteenth century. The Safavids and their successors viewed the region as
part of their rightful heritage, since Baghdad corresponded to Sassanid
Iran’s capital Ctesiphon. In addition, the presence of the four most signifi-
cant shrines in Shi‘i Islam – Najaf, Karbala, Kadhimayn, Samarra – pro-
vided a strong additional reason for the Shi‘i Safavids to strive for control
in the region. Meanwhile, since at least the middle of the sixteenth century
the Ottomans perceived themselves as self-styled spiritual and political
leaders of the entire umma. Altogether, such conflicting incentives were to
prove a formula for continuous and violent Ottoman-Safavid competition.

With the 1555 Treaty of Amasya, the Ottomans and Safavids ended
their universal conflict and accepted each other’s ruling legitimacy within
their respective domains. However, in spite of this agreement, several
limited Ottoman-Safavid conflicts broke out over the Iraqi frontier prior to
the 1639 Treaty of Zuhab (or Qasr-i Shirin). Such imperial campaigns led
to several sieges of Baghdad and Basra, as well as a lengthy Safavid occu-
pation of Baghdad from 1623 to 1638.11

Even though the Treaty of Zuhab definitively ended Ottoman-Safavid
border warfare, and the frontier drawn up by this treaty continues to
largely define the border between Iran and both Iraq and Turkey, the
people of the region remained unable to enjoy enduring political stability.
Nadir Shah, who attempted to found a new dynasty in Iran after the
Safavids’ 1722 collapse, invaded Iraq four times between 1732 and 1743
in a new initiative to wrest the region from the Ottomans.12 Although this
former Safavid commander’s appeal to Sunni Muslims to accept Shi‘i
Muslims as a ‘fifth madhhab’ sought to end the religious basis for warfare
between the Sunni Ottomans and Shi‘i Iran, his invasions of Iraq marked a
simultaneous and scarcely consistent attempt to seize the mantle of legiti-
macy from the Ottoman Porte.13

Only with Nadir Shah’s 1747 assassination did there emerge a lasting
peace on the Iranian-Ottoman frontier. From this point onwards, Ottoman
initiatives in the region came to be focused more on domestic integration
than border warfare. Aside from a short-lived Qajar Iranian occupation of
Basra in the late eighteenth century,14 the peace on Iran’s western border
which followed Nadir Shah’s death largely endured until 1980, when fear
of a renewed Shi‘i militancy led to rejection of the frontier status quo that
had lasted well over two centuries.

After Nadir Shah’s final invasion in 1743, the Porte ruled all of what
the British later transformed into modern Iraq without fear of significant
external interference. Throughout this long peace, Ottoman officials
strived to incorporate Iraq into a larger imperial venture based on commu-
nal self-rule, moderately laissez-faire governance, and Muslim loyalty.
While efforts to gradually Ottomanize the local populations of Iraq were
unable to overcome the military defeat of the Great War, it would be a
mistake to consider the demise of this venture inevitable or devoid of lega-
cies still relevant to the modern state of Iraq.

Wahhabi challenge, Shi‘i reaction
From the end of the eighteenth century onwards, Ottoman rule in Iraq faced
two challenges. First, the empire faced a local challenge from the Wahhabi
reform movement, one that rejected the legitimacy of the sultan-caliph of

11 Abdullah, A Short
History of Iraq, pp.
71–75.

12 Axworthy, Michael
(2006), The Sword of
Persia: Nadir Shah,
From Tribal Warrior to
Conquering Tyrant,
London, pp. 99–174,
211–274; Tucker,
Ernest S. (2006),
Nadir Shah’s Quest 
for Legitimacy in 
Post-Safavid Iran,
Gainesville, FL.

13 For a translation of
Nadir Shah’s
correspondence
outlining this
proposal, see ‘Letters
from Nader Shah to
the Ottoman Court,
1736’, (trans. Ernest
Tucker), in Cameron
Michael Amin,
Benjamin C. Fortna,
and Elizabeth Frierson
(eds.), The Modern
Middle East: A
Sourcebook for History,
Oxford, 2006, pp.
388–394.

14 Abdullah, A Short
History of Iraq, pp. 88,
89.
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Constantinople. Second, the Porte had to increase revenues and modernize
its army in the face of European challenges to its place in the concert of
powers.

Nineteenth century Wahhabi-Shi‘i conflict came to define the sectarian
identity of much of central and southern Iraq. In the late eighteenth
century, the revivalist movement founded by Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-
Wahhab (d. 1792) began to spread in central Arabia, and soon challenged
Ottoman rule and modernization in Iraq – especially in the south.15

Striving to model religious devotion on what they considered the practice
of the Prophet Muhammad (d. 632), the Wahhabis rejected not only
Ottoman rule, but also Sufi practice and Shi‘i devotion as deviations from
‘pure’ Islam. Once this movement joined forces with the clan of Āl-Sa‘ud,
who dominated the Najd and central Arabia, it did not take long for this
new alliance to attack the prominent Shi‘i shrines of southern Iraq. When
Wahhabi tribal forces sacked Karbala in 1801, both the Porte and Shi‘i
clerics in the shrine cities were forced to take notice.

The Porte reacted to this legitimacy challenge by constructing the
1803 Hindiyya canal, which led to the revival of Karbala and the
Euphrates-irrigated agricultural region in its environs.16 With this canal
Ottoman officials hoped to turn the nomadic populations of the area into
settled cultivators, and thus gain the loyalty of a more prosperous – and
controllable – social group. By the end of the nineteenth century, they had
largely succeeded.

According to Yitzakh Nakash, southern Iraq did not enjoy a majority
Shi‘i population prior to the nineteenth century, and the end result of
Wahhabi-Shi‘i competition was the gradual Shi‘itization of the rural areas
south of Baghdad.17 While imperial officials worked on the Hindiyya
canal, Shi‘i clerics reacted to the 1801 Wahhabi sack of Karbala by
launching a sustained campaign to convert the area’s tribal population to
Shi‘i Islam in order to increase their political leverage. Apparently this
campaign was also quite successful, and as a result southern Iraq turned
overwhelmingly Shi‘i by the middle of the nineteenth century.18 This
effort, combined with contemporaneous state initiatives to promote the
settling of nomadic populations, ultimately resulted in the solidly Shi‘i
tribal society engaged in irrigated agricultural cultivation which the
British found in southern Iraq during World War I.

How did Ottoman officials grapple with this proselytization by histori-
cally hostile Shi‘i clerics in the villages and towns surrounding Karbala
and Najaf? In the years prior to the full-scale assertion of imperial prerog-
atives, Ottoman officials appear to have been largely passive – or power-
less. However, as part of a general intervention to reign in what imperial
officials considered renegade local power centres in the Ottoman East, in
1831 imperial forces invaded these and other towns.19 In the wake of this
Ottoman reconquista, Sunni clerics received imperial support for bringing
certain populations into the politically expedient Sunni fold, and secular
state schools were established to counter Shi‘i educational initiatives. One
prominent example of this effort was the establishment of a state-sup-
ported madrasa in the Shi‘i shrine town of Samarra – a town that now
boasts an almost exclusively Sunni population surrounding its prominent
Ja‘far al-Askari shrine.20

15 DeLong-Bas, Natana
J. (2004), Wahhabi
Islam: From Revival and
Reform to Global Jihad,
Oxford.

16 Nakash, Yitzak
(1994), The Shi‘is 
of Iraq, Princeton, 
pp. 30–32.

17 Nakash, The Shi‘is of
Iraq.

18 Nakash, The Shi‘is of
Iraq, pp. 25–48.

19 For a discussion of the
imperial military
reform aspects of the
1831 operations, see
Aksan, Virginia H.
(2007), ‘Military
Reform and Its Limits
in a Shrinking
Ottoman World,
1800–1840’, in
Virginia H. Aksan
and Daniel Goffman
(eds.), The Early
Modern Ottomans:
Remapping the Empire,
Cambridge, pp.
126–133.

20 Nakash, The Shi‘is of
Iraq, pp. 41–43,
52–57; Deringil,
Selim (1997), The
Well-Protected
Domains: Ideology and
the Legitimation of
Power in the Ottoman
Empire, 1876–1909,
London.
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Ottoman integration
Traditional portrayals of Ottoman history suggest that the Ottomans exer-
cised strong central control at the ‘height’ of their power in the fifteenth
through seventeenth centuries; lost strength through corruption, inertia
and other factors during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries;
and then spent most of the nineteenth century reforming their political
system and re-centralizing before collapsing in the face of Western attack
in World War I. While partly accurate, this view does not do justice to
Ottoman rule in the provinces that later came to comprise Iraq.

In the case of Baghdad, Basra, Mosul and Şehrizor, one gets the impres-
sion that Ottoman commanders made whatever arrangements they could
to hold on to provincial border control in the face of Safavid hostility in the
chaotic two centuries prior to 1747. Although it is true that military
developments in these years were mostly characterized by large-scale cam-
paigns directed from the metropole, such military centralization does not
imply concurrent Ottomanization of provincial identity. It is only once
such large-scale campaigns ended in the eighteenth century that the
process of cultural, political, and economic Ottomanization seems to have
gained momentum – in spite of the prominence of provincial notable fam-
ilies who dominated local politics at the time.

Politics throughout this era was characterized by competitive stresses
between various power centres such as metropole and frontier, Baghdad
and subsidiary vilayets, notables and bureaucrats, and nomadic and urban
interests. The story of Ottoman integration begins with the deceptive rise
and fall of notable families and sub-dynasts in each of the provinces in
question. The reason the rise of such families can be deceptive is that
throughout the period in question, Ottoman political identity and cultural
cosmopolitanism continued to solidify. Although the political story is one
of local power centres seemingly independent from the diktats of
Constantinople, the reality on the ground is one of constant negotiation
between provincial and imperial interests coupled with a slow, inexorable,
constant and unevenly contested process of cosmopolitan Ottomanization.

Who were these notables? In Basra, the notables were the Afrasiyabs, a
family that originated with a mysterious military figure who ‘purchased’
the Basra governorate in 1612. When this family lost its grip on the gover-
norship in 1688, power devolved to rural clan confederations such as the
Muntafiq and Hawiza – and then to short-lived Iranian occupations in the
eighteenth century and British economic penetration in the nineteenth
century.21 In Mosul, the Jalili family dominated the scene from 1726 until
imperial interests pushed them out of power in 1834.22 In Suleymaniyah,
the Baban family held out as Şehrizor power brokers until 1850.

Not surprisingly, the most powerful local rulers were in Baghdad, which
was governed by a succession of Georgian ‘Mamluks’ beginning with the
eighteenth-century father and son team of Hasan Pasha (1704–1724) and
Ahmed Pasha (1724–1747), continuing through the reign of Büyük ‘the
Great’ Süleyman (1780–1802), and ending with the rule of Da’ud Pasha in
1831. This self-perpetuating class of military strongmen had originated
from Ottoman slave converts from the Caucasus. Raised in the köle slave
ranks of classical Ottoman martial tradition, these Georgians were at times
so powerful that they effectively controlled provincial affairs from the Gulf

21 Abdullah, Thabit A.J.
(2000), Merchants,
Mamluks, and Murder:
The Political Economy
of Trade in Eighteenth-
Century Basra, Albany.

22 Khoury, Dina Risk
(1997), State and
Provincial Society in the
Ottoman Empire:
Mosul, 1540–1834,
Cambridge.
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(Basra, al-Hasa) to Eastern Anatolia (Mardin, Urfa) – an area correspond-
ing to an expanded version of today’s Iraq.23

During this period of provincial prominence, the imperial centre was
obliged to constantly negotiate policy with these de facto – never de jure –
semi-independent rulers. At times the centre prevailed, at times the
province – but neither was sufficiently powerful to completely dominate
the other.24 As a consequence, it is through these Georgian Mamluk rulers
that British imperial agents first secured economic access in the early
nineteenth century, which proved to be an important precedent for British
imperial intervention in the early twentieth century.

The case of the Jalili family of Mosul is instructive. Following the Treaty
of Carlowitz in 1699, the Porte was able to turn its attention towards its
eastern provinces while reorganizing its fiscal administration. In the
course of this new policy, certain local figures, who had accumulated
excess capital were able to renegotiate their relationship with the centre.
Among these figures was the head of the Jalili family, Isma‘il Pasha, and
then his son Hussein Pasha. Sensing an opportunity in this time of flux,
Isma‘il Pasha offered his services to the Porte as a local contractor for
imperial interests. As proof of his honest intent and usefulness, Isma‘il
Pasha marshaled sufficient resources to defend Mosul from Iranian sieges
with minimal cost to Constantinople when the Safavids and then Nadir
Shah invaded Iraq in the eighteenth century. Following this success,
Isma‘il Pasha persuaded the Porte to sell his family several rural tax farms
in the Mosul hinterland.

For nearly 150 years the Jalili family dominated Mosul while operating
as an imperial subcontractor. Isma‘il’s son Hussein Pasha expanded the
family fortune and engaged in several charitable activities demonstrating
the wealth and power of the Jalilis in the Mosul district. By the time the
empire began to re-evaluate its relationship with provincial notables in the
1830s, the Jalili family had managed to secure a succession of governor-
ships that allowed the financing of several significant urban structures
and an impressive dynastic villa. In 1834, the family’s dominant position
came to a violent end in the course of the Porte’s reassertion of central
authority. Despite its inauspicious end, the story of the Jalili family demon-
strates the role of local notables in Ottoman administration.25

In response to European rivals, the Porte strove to integrate the sundry
provincial populations into stronger imperial structures. This Ottoman
assertion of centralized imperial power effectively required a virtual re-
conquest in the early nineteenth century. Once this was accomplished in
Baghdad with the expulsion of Da’ud Pasha in 1831, the imperial centre
stamped its presence over local governance, re-establishing central power
one town at a time in Mosul, Karbala, Najaf, Basra and Suleymaniyah.
This process was not unique to this region, as it reflected a broader trend
of reform, modernization and centralization commonly referred to as the
tanzimat ‘reorderings’.

The tanzimat reforms, which followed major policy pronouncements in
1839 and 1856, aimed for a complete restructuring of imperial adminis-
tration.26 Tax farming was abolished; property registered; universal con-
scription imposed and equal citizenship rights granted.27 Instituted in fits
and starts, implementation of these reforms depended on local conditions –

23 Abdullah, A Short
History of Iraq, pp.
85–87, 90–93;
Nieuwenhuis, Tom
(1981), Politics and
Society in Early
Modern Iraq: Mamluk
Pashas, Tribal Shaykhs,
and Local Rule Between
1802 and 1831, The
Hague.

24 Inalcik, Halil (1997),
‘Centralization and
Decentralization in
the Ottoman
Administration,’ in
Thomas Naff and
Roger Owen (eds.),
Studies in Eighteenth
Century Islamic
History, Carbondale,
IL, pp. 27–52.

25 Khoury, State and
Provincial Society in the
Ottoman Empire:
Mosul, 1540–1834.

26 Hourani, Albert
(1993), ‘Ottoman
Reform and the
Politics of Notables’,
in Albert Hourani,
Philip S. Khoury and
Mary C. Wilson (eds.),
The Modern Middle
East, Berkeley, 
pp. 83–110.

27 Lewis, Bernard
(2001), The Emergence
of Modern Turkey, 
3rd ed., Oxford.

139Was there an Iraq before there was an Iraq?

IJCIS-Vol-3_2-02-Tikriti-090014  11/4/09  3:53 PM  Page 139



with the Ottoman East often receiving the tardiest and most-diluted reform
attention.

In the case of our proto-Iraq, the major figure of tanzimat implementa-
tion was Midhat Pasha (1869–72), an architect of several of the reforms,
former governor of the Danube (Tuna) vilayet, modernizer par excellence,
and major figure of the 1876 Ottoman constitutional movement. Although
Midhat only governed Baghdad for three years, he shook up the region like
none before him. A dynamic, ambitious, and reputedly honest governor, in
his short reign Midhat established the region’s first tramway, public park,
modern hospital, technical school, government newspaper and several
other urban projects. He also mapped out detailed provincial borders in line
with the 1864 Vilayet Law. Most importantly, Midhat Pasha implemented
the Ottoman Property Law of 1858, which mandated registration of all
landed properties.28 Since cultivators had learned from prior experience
that property registration invariably led to increased taxation and conscrip-
tion, and since tribal peasants had long worked under communal property
arrangements, such registration tended to be primarily carried out by tribal
shaykhs and urban speculators. In the long term, this initiative strength-
ened rural shaykhs and urban notables who had seen the potential advan-
tage in regulated land speculation according to the new rules.

Prelude to Iraq
By the eve of the Great War, the imperial modernization project – and the
parallel project of Ottomanization – had scored several successes. The com-
fortable and cosmopolitan Ottoman strain within Iraqi provincial identities
was as strong as anywhere outside of the overwhelmingly Turkish speaking
vilayets of Central Anatolia. In terms of social and political modernization,
regional conscripts had been reorganized into the Ottoman Sixth Army;29

standardized imperial mekteb secondary schools were established in provin-
cial capitals; hundreds of primarily Sunni Arab officers had been educated
at the empire’s military college in Constantinople; an entire ‘effendi’ class of
multi-lingual elites staffed state positions throughout the area; the Berlin to
Baghdad railway project was nearly complete and telegraphs routinely con-
veyed imperial orders in real time.30

How successful were Ottoman efforts to integrate these proto-Iraqi areas
into the greater empire? Several of those Sunni Arab officers who had
trained in Constantinople switched sides during the war and joined the
Sharif Hussein of Mecca’s anti-Ottoman forces during the war, and later
became prominent officials in the new state of Iraq established by the British.
At the same time, however, several soldiers from Mosul and Baghdad fought
and died at Gallipoli, as evidenced by their inclusion among the Ottoman
dead at the Gallipoli war cemetery.31 The regionally based Ottoman Sixth
Army at first defeated the Anglo-Indian Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force,
which surrendered in Kut in 1915. Following the British counterstroke in
1917, when Baghdad fell to General Maude, proclamations urging the
people of the city to join with British forces for liberation from the ‘tyranny of
strangers’ met with a decided lack of enthusiasm. Finally, as late as 1922
some Iraqi notables appealed to Mustafa Kemal Atatürk – the Ottoman
officer then in the process of forging an explicitly Turkish Republic out of the
ashes of the fallen empire – for liberation from the British.32
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(1963), ‘Midhat
Pasha and the Land
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Oxford.

29 The Ottoman Sixth
Army was organized
in 1848 as part of the
general Nizamiye
military reforms
enacted after 1843. It
was based in
Baghdad, consisted
largely of provincial
recruits and was
charged with defence
of the southern flank
of the Ottoman East,
including the Arabian
Peninsula. Aksan,
Military Reform and its
Limits, p. 131.
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Fortna, Benjamin C.
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State, and Education in
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Empire, Oxford;
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Ottoman Empire,
Berkeley.
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32 For Iraqi views in the
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York.
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How did the Ottomans manage the sectarian tensions of their day?
Arab, Kurdish, Turcoman, Sunni, Shi‘i, Jewish, Assyrian and Sabaean
populations all lived under Ottoman rule in one proto-Iraqi province or
another from 1515 to 1918. As sectarian loyalties during most of the
period tended towards the denominational rather than the national or
ethnic, several of the relevant communal fault lines were quite different
than today. For example, nomadic Shi‘i Turcoman populations tended to
be quite hostile to imperial interests, which might today most closely coin-
cide with Sunni Turkish interests. Today, the descendants of those same
Turcoman populations within Iraq see the Ottoman successor state of
Turkey as their primary protector.

In addition to the radically different fault-line tensions amongst the
region’s ethno-religious groups, there were other fundamental differences
between the era of Ottoman rule and the era of British direct rule and sub-
sequent political dominance which followed. By means of the Ottoman
millet system of communal self-rule, denominations were allowed to
manage their own affairs with minimal interference.33 The Porte was thus
able to rule through local elites of different, and frequently hostile, com-
munities. In addition, as this form of limited self-rule was organized com-
munally rather than geographically, it tended to limit territorially defined
ethnic nationalism. While this approach proved at times inefficient for
cementing a common imperial identity throughout the population, it did
successfully maintain domestic tranquillity largely through communal
separation. Finally, the political identification of the Ottoman ruler as both
‘caliph’ and ‘sultan’ usually secured the loyalty of the largest segment of
the population, Muslims.

While the reach of Ottoman imperial governance was not nearly as
extensive as compared to the gradually strengthening Iraqi state created
by the British, the sense of common imperial identity was relatively strong
under the Ottomans when compared with that under the British in the
early twentieth century. Put simply, the proto-Iraqis appear never to have
felt ‘occupied’ or ruled by ‘foreigners’ throughout the Ottoman era. The
primary reason for such a difference of perception appears to be one of
religious concurrence. By the late nineteenth century, most proto-Iraqis
appear to have felt themselves to be full participants in a common Muslim
Ottoman venture stretching from Basra to Bosnia and Kars to Cairo. The
Ottoman state was their state.

Such a sense of belonging was never transferred to the Anglican
British rulers, who were always perceived as foreign occupiers rather than
domestic rulers.34 Throughout the twentieth century, various British and
post-British Iraqi rulers struggled to regain that sense of common belong-
ing that the Ottomans had managed to inculcate. It is doubtful whether
any modern ruler of Iraq ever matched the level of peaceful cohesion
achieved by the end of the fourth century of Ottoman rule, with rather
unfortunate consequences for those living in what has become a struc-
turally unstable society.

The Ottomans deserve credit for shaping the provinces that the British
built the Iraqi state out of following the Great War. The Porte progressively
linked these regions around Baghdad, especially after it initiated moderniza-
tion for the sake of its own security. In the process, they turned Iraqi Arab

33 Davison, Roderic H.
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the Iraqi historian
‘Abbas al-‘Azzawi,
published in four
volumes in the
1960s. His History of
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into more than a geographic expression. It is fitting that the Ottoman use of
the term ‘Iraq’ came to designate first a conquered territory, then an admin-
istrative amalgam, and finally a future state.35 It was only the final step of a
sovereign Iraqi state that the Ottomans were unwilling to countenance.

While several historians have characterized the populations of today’s
Iraq as exceedingly ambivalent about Ottoman rule when the Mesopotamian
Expeditionary Force invaded Basra in 1914, the evidence is murky at best.
Within months of completing their conquest of Iraq, British forces faced a
revolt on a scale not seen by the Ottoman state since the sixteenth century.
While the Iraqi rebels were not all fighting to restore Ottoman rule, they
clearly had no intention of quietly accepting British rule.

Today, it is frequently stated that ‘Iraq’ didn’t exist until the British
created it in the wake of the Great War. In the sense of a discreet nation-
state entity with its current borders, this statement is accurate. However,
in the wider sense of the term ‘Iraq’, observers of, publicists for, and
willing inheritors of British imperial legacies may have understated the
longstanding ties which have characterized the overlapping geographic
realms that currently make up the State of Iraq. Not only were the areas
comprising the modern state of Iraq often united under various ancient
empires prior to the advent of Islam, but also there are signs that the
Ottomans – who ruled the region prior to the British – in some senses
treated these same areas as a loose administrative unit.
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