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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

This thesis shows that the institutional blockages created by a system of government 

characterised by a proliferation of departments working largely independently, but with 

overlapping and conflicting areas of responsibility, substantially hampered the formulation 

of a clear and consistent British war-time policy for Mesopotamia. The post-war allocation 

of the League of Natio s a date fo  Mesopota ia acco ded with B itai s ai  to ule I a  

indirectly. However, indecision and confusion at the higher levels of government persisted, 

pa tly due to suspicio s ega di g the autho ity of the League. The decisio  i  9  to uit  

the mandate early was, however, accompanied by mis-steps and unintended consequences. 

Ultimately, despite the ideals of liberal internationalism, Britain turned back to mid-

Victo ia  fo s of i fo al i pe ialis  i  o de  to secu e B itish i te ests i  i depe de t  

Iraq by means of a treaty, unfettered by the responsibilities and costs of the mandate, and 

the unwanted scrutiny of the League of Nations. 

 



 

 

 

DECLARATION: 

 

 

I certify that this thesis does not incorporate without acknowledgement any 

material previously submitted for a degree or diploma in any university; and 

that to the best of my knowledge and belief it does not contain any material 

previously published or written by another person except where due reference 

is made in the text. 



Acknowledgements 

 

 

I am deeply appreciative of the guidance I have received during the preparation of this 

thesis from my supervisors, Dr Andrekos Varnava and Associate Professor Matthew 

Fitzpatrick. I am indebted to them both for their patience, support and encouragement over 

the last four and a half years.  

 

The support of my family has also been crucial. In that regard there are three very 

special people to whom I dedicate this thesis. My mother, whose love, generosity and 

support for all my endeavours, wise or unwise, has always been constant; my dearly-loved 

so  To : guardia , e tor a d fi er  whe  I a  o fou ded  twe t -first century 

technology; and Fiona, whose seemingly unbounding energy and enthusiasm are awe-

inspiring. Last but by no means least, thank you Fiona and Tom for enriching my world and 

extending my familial role to Nanny to my cherished grandsons, Jack and Jordan, born 

during the course of my candidature. 

 

I am sincerely grateful to Dr Lance Brennan for allowing me to access the papers of 

Lord Curzon, from research material collected by the late Dr Robin Moore from the India 

Office and British Libraries. Many thanks also to the amazing Sally Usher, with whom I 

lodged during my stay in London in the autumn of 2012. Thanks to her friendship and lively 

wit, the long days searching the archives were punctuated with moments of great 

conversation and much hilarity.  

 



1 

 

Introduction. 

 

 

 

On 23 November, 1914, Sir Percy Cox, the Chief Political Officer of Indian Expeditionary  

Fo e D  add essed the follo i g p o la atio  to a  asse l  of ota les i  Bas a: 

The British Government has now occupied Basra, but though a state of war with the 

Ottoman Government still prevails, yet we have no enmity or ill-will against the 

populace, to whom we hope to prove good friends and protectors. No remnant of 

Turkish administration now remains in this region. In place thereof the British flag has 

been established, under which you will enjoy the benefits of liberty and justice.
1
 

 

These words marked the transition from indirect British influence in southern Mesopotamia 

and the Persian Gulf, to direct control of the three former Ottoman Vilayets of Basra, 

Baghdad a d Mosul  the e d of , follo ed  t el e ea s of tutelage  u de  a 

League of Nations mandate for Iraq. This thesis demonstrates how in Mesopotamia, the two 

arms of the British Empire collided. By studying the nodes of imperial power in the Middle 

East, it can be asked to what extend did the polycratic
2
  nature of the system impede the 

formulation of policy for Mesopotamia before 1921, and in the 1920s, how the mandate 

system interacted with British expectations. This leads to the question of why did the British 

government invade Mesopotamia in November 1914, and within the same generation 

replace the League of Nations mandate with a treaty of alliance with an independent Iraq?  

 

                                                           
1
 British Documents on Foreign Affairs, Pa t II, “e ies I, Vol. , : Mesopota ia: B itish E gage e ts as to 

Futu e “tatus , Politi al Depa t e t, I dia Offi e,  Ja ua , . 
2
 For the origins of the term see Ian Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship: Problems and Perspectives of 

Interpretation, London, Arnold, 2000, 75, 77, 80. Kershaw used the term to describe a ulti-di e sio al  
structure of government: a system with a proliferation of departments working largely independently of each 

other, but with overlapping and conflicting spheres of authority. While a comparison is not the intention, it is a 

useful term, given the jurisdictional confusion in the Middle East. 



2 

 

Drawing on existing historiography
3
 and archival sources, this thesis is a study of the 

process of policy formulation, which reveals a great deal about the management of empire 

in the first half of the twentieth century. Mesopotamia is of particular interest in terms of 

the techniques of control, passing from informal British influence prior to 1914, to direct 

control for six years, to indirect control under the League of Nations mandate, and finally, 

back to informal imperialism, regulated by the terms of the 1930 Anglo-Iraq Treaty of 

Alliance. Particular attention is given to the institutional structures of government during 

David Lloyd George s War Cabinet regime, and the influence of pro-consuls and civil 

servants in the policy-making process.  

 

As this thesis argues, the institutional conflict generated by jurisdictional divisions 

was a significant factor in the formulation of policy for Mesopotamia until late 1920. While 

the inter-departmental conflict was largely resolved by the transfer of management of the 

mandate to the Colonial Office in 1921, differences with the Foreign Office remained, 

relating to their roles vis-à-vis the League of Nations.  Ultimately, despite the ideals of liberal 

internationalism, policymakers turned to traditional methods, familiar to their forebears in 

the nineteenth century, to secure British interests by the creation of an autonomous 

imperial space in Iraq, bound to Britain by treaty, and at the same time, free from the cost 

and responsibilities of the mandate, and the scrutiny of the League of Nations. 

 

  

 

                                                           
3
 ‘eg etta l , the p epa atio  of this thesis as o pleted efo e the pu li atio  of “usa  Pede se s latest 

monograph, The Guardians: The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, published by Oxford University 

Press in July of this year. 
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Historiography: 

While elements of the Mesopotamia/Iraq story have been dealt with in detail by others, few 

scholars have presented the entire story, from 1914 to 1932, from the perspective of British 

officials, making clear not only why Iraq was occupied in 1914, but why it was hastened 

towards independence.  Scholarly opinion is divided on the question of oil as the principal 

influence on British policy. While there are those who argue that oil was the principal reason 

for the occupation of Basra in 1914,
4
 others contend that oil became the primary objective 

in 1918, and was the reason for the occupation of Mosul.
5
 However, John Darwin and Priya 

Satia offer the more nuanced explanation that after 1920, the possible existence of oil was 

secondary to the strategic importance of Mosul for the existence of the Iraqi state.
6
   

 

Hitherto, three broad approaches have been taken in the literature concerning 

British imperialism in Mesopotamia: military histories, political histories and regional studies 

which deal with the Middle East and feature Mesopotamia as only one part of the broader 

landscape.
7
   The story of the military campaign in Mesopotamia has been well documented; 

it is the political consequences of the campaign which form the subject matter of this thesis.  

                                                           
4
 See, for example, A.P. Thornton, The Imperial Idea and its Enemies, London, Macmillan, 1963, 177, and H.J. 

Mejcher, Imperial Quest for Oil: Iraq 1910-1928, London, Ithaca, 1976; M. Kent, Moguls and Mandarins: Oil, 

Imperialism and the Middle East in British Foreign Policy, 1900-1940, London, Frank Cass, 1993; E. Black, British 

Petroleum a d the ‘edli e Agree e t: the West s se ret pa t to get Mideast Oil, Westport, Conn., Dialog 

Press, 2011. 
5
 P. Sluglett, Britain in Iraq: Contriving King and Country, London, I.B. Tauris, 1976, 114; B. Lewis, The Middle 

East: 2,000 years from the rise of Christianity to the present day, London, Phoenix, 1996, 353. 
6
 J. Darwin, Britain, Egypt and the Middle East: Imperial Policy in the Aftermath of War, 1918-1922, London, 

Ma illa , , ; P. “atia, De elopi g I a : B itai , I dia a d the ‘ede ptio  of E pi e a d Te h olog  
in the First World War, Past and Present, no. 197, (Nov., 2007), 229, note 60, (accessed on-line 15/02/2010). 

Fo  a e e t a al sis hi h ea hes a si ila  o lusio , see L. “ azzie i, B itai , F a e, a d Mesopota ia  
Oil, 1916- , Diplomacy and Statecraft, Vol. 26, no. 1, (March 2015), 25-45, (accessed on-line 12/03/2015). 
7
 For example, see E. Monroe, Britai s Mo e t i  the Middle East, 1 1 -1956, London, Chatto & Windus, 

; M.E. Yapp s t o olu es, The Making of the Modern Near East, 1792-1923, London and New York, 

Longman, 1987, and The Near East Since the First World War: a history to 1995, London & New York, Longman, 

1996; and D. Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation of the 

Modern Middle East, New York, Avon, 1989. 
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The first political history of Iraq, which has influenced many later works, was 

published in 1937.
8
  Written by Phillip Ireland, the book covers the period from the 

establishment of direct British rule in November 1914 to the entry of Iraq into the League of 

Nations in 1932. I ela d s account is comprehensive insofar as it provides an analysis and 

critique of the development of the British administration into a system of control, and the 

subsequent post-war evolution of Iraqi politics during the period in which Britain held the 

League of Nations mandate for Iraq. However, the institutional mayhem arising from the 

polycratic system was largely unexplored.  

 

In 1953, Stephen Longrigg, formerly employed in the Revenue Department of the 

British administration in Iraq, published an account along similar lines, although his criticism 

of the British administrative system was understandably muted. Significantly, Longrigg 

combined a political study with an account of the scale of the development projects 

undertaken by the British military authorities during and immediately after the war.
9
  As 

Longrigg shows, some of the projects undertaken for military purposes, but which served 

the interests of the civilian population after hostilities ceased, became the subject of heated 

debates between the War, Foreign and India Offices in 1920, something this thesis 

examines. Similarly, in a later account, Charles Tripp focused on the war-time development 

                                                           
8
 P.W. Ireland, [1937], Iraq: A Study in Political Development, New York, Russell & Russell, 1970. Ireland was an 

American who later served in the United States Foreign Service. According to Peter Sluglett, he was given 

p i ileged  a ess to the Fo eig , Colo ial a d I dia Offi e e o ds. P. “luglett, Fo al a d I fo al E pi e i  
the Middle East , i  ‘. Wi ks & W.‘. Louis, eds. , The Oxford History of the British Empire, Vol. V, 

Historiography, 427. 
9
 S.H. Longrigg, Iraq, 1900 to 1950: A Political, Social, and Economic History, London, Oxford University Press, 

1953.  
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projects, and the development of Iraqi politics from the 1920s to the regime of Saddam 

Hussein in the 1980s.
10

 

 

 

Aside f o  I ela d s ea l  stud , the ost idel -referenced work is Britton Bus h s 

masterful trilogy on British imperialism in the Persian Gulf from the late nineteenth century 

to the Lausanne Conference in 1922-1923. The second volume, covering the period between 

1914 and 1921, foregrounds the paradox of India. Crucial for the supply of men and material 

in war-time, as a separate centre of policy formulation, as Busch stresses, I dia had a 

diffe e t ie poi t .11
  In other words, I dia s i te ests did ot al a s oi ide ith those 

of the central government, resulting in conflict between the departments of state in 

London, and between the two centres of British power in the Middle East, where the British 

administration in Cairo fell under the purview of the Foreign Office, while the military and 

political officials in Basra were responsible to the government of India. Busch was the first 

historian to examine the jurisdictional confusion in detail, and the functions and failures of a 

series of interdepartmental committees under the chairmanship of Lord Curzon between 

1917 and 1920. While d a i g o  Bus h s a al sis, this thesis takes a different perspective, 

focussing not only on the paradox of India, but also on the influence of pro-consuls and 

departmental civil servants on the development of policy. 

 

John Fisher s i sightful stud  of Lo d Cu zo s ole i  the de elop e t of 

Mesopotamian policy complemented Bus h s a al sis, however, he complicated the 

confusion further, by stressing the point that the Government of India and the India Office 

                                                           
10

 C. Tripp, A History of Iraq, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
11

 B.C. Busch, Britain, India, and the Arabs, 1914-1921, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1971, 481. 
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in London did not always agree on policy issues. 
12

  With an assured familiarity with the 

archival material, Fisher delved deeper into the frictions between the departmental 

ep ese tati es o  Cu zo s o ittees. He argued that Curzon, acquisitive but at times 

irresolute, was the chief archite t of B itish a  i pe ialis . Where Fisher succeeded was 

in analysing the Machiavellian politics which characterised discussions on British Middle 

Easte  poli , a d the atte pts to epla e Cu zo s o ittees ith a sepa ate Middle 

East Department, spearheaded by Lord Robert Cecil, Assistant Under-Secretary of State for 

Foreign Affairs.
13

 Fishe s analysis, however, concluded with Cu zo s appoi t e t as 

Foreign Secretary in October 1919, at a time when his influence on Middle Eastern policy 

was far from over, and as this thesis demonstrates, by 1920,  Cu zo s ie s o  the 

mandate were expressed in surprisingly liberal terms.  

 

With regard to the interdepartmental conflict in Whitehall, Darwin s p e iousl  

e tio ed o k goes e o d Fishe s, into an analysis of the heated Cabinet debates in 

1920 between Curzon, Edwin Montagu, the Secretary of State for India, and Winston 

Churchill, the Secretary of State for War, over control of Middle Eastern affairs. Darwin 

located Mesopotamia within the broader Middle East context, highlighting the post-war 

complications generated by imperial over-stretch.  Acutely, he emphasised the difficulties 

                                                           
12

 J. Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East, 1916-19, London, Frank Cass, 1999. Fisher was a 

eade  at the Natio al A hi es at Ke  fo  si  ea s. Fo  fu the  o t i utio s to the stud  of Cu zo s 
o ittees see H. Mej he , B itish Middle East Poli  -21: The Inter-Depa t e tal Le el , Journal of 

Contemporary History, Vol. 8, no. 4, (Oct., 1973), 81-101, (accessed 06/09/09); and T.J. Pa is, B itish Middle 
East Policy-Maki g afte  the Fi st Wo ld Wa : the La e tia  a d Wilso ia  “ hools , The Historical Journal, 

Vol. 41, no. 3, (Sept., 1998), 773-793, (accessed 20/10/09). 
13

 J. Fishe , Lo d ‘o e t Ce il a d the fo atio  of a Middle East Depa t e t of the Fo eig  Offi e , Middle 

Eastern Studies, Vol. 42, no. 3, (May, 2006), 365-  a essed / / .  Fishe s e te si e a al sis of the 
conflict surrounding this issue builds on the earlier studies of Helmut Mejcher and Ephraim Maisel s, The 

Foreign Office and Foreign Policy, 1919-1926, Brighton, Sussex Academic Press, 1994, 204-227.  The outcome 

of that conflict, the creation of a Middle East Department in the Colonial Office, is also addressed by Mejcher 

and Maisel. However, the most comprehensive account of the establishment of the Middle East Department 

can be found in M. Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, Volume IV, 1917-1922, London, Heinemann, 1917, 507-530, 

and the documents and correspondence in the accompanying Companion volume, part 2, 1283-1349. 
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faced by British policy-makers due to the non-ratification of the Treaty of Sèvres, signed by 

the outgoi g Otto a  go e e t ut epudiated  Mustapha Ke al s Natio alist 

parliament in Ankara.
14

  

 

 I  the ge e of egio al studies, the fi st of Eli Kedou ie s o t i utio s to the 

historiography was a general narrative of British imperialism in the Middle East during the 

First World War and the Paris Peace Conference in 1919.
15

 A later work was devoted to a 

detailed study of the negotiations in Cairo leading up to the McMahon-Hussein 

o espo de e, a d a fo e si  e a i atio  of the ea i g of M Maho s lette  of 

October 1915, which appeared to promise Hussein a great swathe of territory, including 

Basra and Baghdad, to ensure that he did not align with the Ottomans against Britain.
16

  

 

Eph ai  a d I a i Ka sh s Empires of the Sand closely followed earlier narratives, 

however, their innovation lay in challenging the conventional view of Arab betrayal as a 

result of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, by presenting Hussein and his sons as historical agents 

rather than British puppets. In the quest for primacy over the Arab State promised by 

McMahon, they argued that the collaboration was an opportunistic, albeit unequal, clash of 

imperial aims, rather than a clash between Arab nationalism and British imperialism, 

thereby heightening rather than diminishing Arab agency in the eventual outcome.
17

 

 

 

                                                           
14

 J. Darwin, Britain, Egypt and the Middle East.  
15

 E. Kedourie, England and the Middle East: the Destruction of the Ottoman Empire 1914-1921, London, 

Bowes & Bowes, 1956. 
16

 E. Kedourie, In the Anglo-Arab Labyrinth: The McMahon-Husayn Correspondence and its Interpretations 

1914-1939, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1976. 
17

 E. Karsh & I. Karsh, [1999], Empires of the Sand: The Struggle for Mastery in the Middle East 1789-1923, 

Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2001. 
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There is an interesting convergence of scholarly opinion on British imperialism in the 

Middle East in the 1920s. For example, Kedourie concluded that the British government lost 

the will to impose the new order on the Middle East implicit in the Sykes-Picot Agreement, 

si e he  the ti e a e to e fo e its p o isio s  poli - ake s had eased to elie e i  

the ideas hi h i spi ed the ag ee e t .18
  Kedourie claimed that while the agreement 

recognised that B itai  a d F a e had i te ests to satisf , the  also had o ligatio s to the 

populatio s hi h fou d the sel es i ol ed .19
  As this thesis demonstrates, however, 

obligations were always secondary to imperial interests. Echoing Kedourie, David Fromkin 

argued that by the time of the settlement in 1922, B itish offi ial thi ki g  had ha ged, 

a d the Middle East settle e t did ot a u atel  efle t hat the go e e t of the da  

ould ha e ished .20
 To support his claim Fromkin observed that after earlier supporting 

Hussein, the British government later pushed him aside, and while suspicious of his sons, 

Abdullah and Feisal, the government later committed to the Hashemite cause.
21

 Fromkin 

seems to have missed the fact that it was the same coalition government, albeit with a 

different Prime Minister, hi h i  , ot , put its faith i  Hussei s so s, oste si l  

to honour the promises made to their father in 1915.  

 

A more likely explanation than that of Kedourie and Fromkin, is Fisher s o se atio  

that in the interim, i te atio al, egio al and domestic political developments 

necessitated the evolution of other political o figu atio s .22
 Moreover, as Darwin argued, 

                                                           
18

 E. Kedourie, England and the Middle East, 63. 
19

 Ibid. 
20

 D. Fromkin, A Peace to End All Peace, 562. 
21

 Ibid, 563. 
22

 J. Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East, 30, note 22. 
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B itai  etai ed the ill a d the a ilit  to gua d he  st ategi  positio s i  the Middle East. 23
   

All the accounts mentioned, excepting those of Ireland and Longrigg, conclude with the 

settlement in 1921. The argument that the devolution of power is an integral part of the 

history of empire, however, means that the full history of British imperialism in Iraq is 

incomplete without consideration of British policy during the period of the League of 

Nations mandate for Iraq.  

 

There is an extensive volume of literature on the establishment and operations of 

the League of Nations and the mandates system during the inter-war years.
24

  However, 

compared with the literature covering the period between 1914 and 1922, there is a relative 

dearth of scholarly literature on British policy-making for Iraq during the period of the 

League of Nations mandate. In 1976, German historian Helmut Mejcher published an 

a al sis of the offi ial i d  f o  the late i etee th e tu  to the end of the mandate in 

1932, with a focus on oil as the principle influence on British policy for Iraq.
25

  Mejcher 

provided a fairly accurate, if cursory, representation of the events in Iraq in the early 1920s, 

                                                           
23

 J. Darwin, Britain, Egypt and the Middle East, 277. 
24

 For example, see C. Howard Ellis, The Origin, Structure and Working of the League of Nations, London, Allen 

& Unwin, 1928; F.P. Walters, [1952], A History of the League of Nations, London, Oxford University Press, 

1960;R.B. Henig, (ed), The League of Nations, Edinburgh, Oliver & Boyd, 1973. For early but useful literature on 

the mandates see for example, E. Main, Iraq: From Mandate to Independence, London, Allen & Unwin, 1935; 

H. Duncan Hall, Mandates, Dependencies and Trusteeship, Washington, Carnegie Endowment for International 

Peace, 1948; C.L. Upthegrove, Empire by Mandate: A History of the Relations of Great Britain and the 

Permanent Mandates Commission of the League of Nations, New York, Bookman, 1954; Quincy Wright, 

Mandates Under the League of Nations, Chi ago, Chi ago U i e sit  P ess, , a d The p oposed 
termination of the Iraq Mandate, The American Journal of International Law, Vol. 25, no. 3, (Jul., 1932), 436-

446, accessed on-line,  “epte e , ; W.‘. Louis, The U ited Ki gdo  a d the Begi i g of the 
Mandates System, 1919- , International Organization, Vol. 23, no. 1, (Winter, 1969), 73-96, accessed on-

line, 26/09/2011. More recent appraisals include M.D. Callahan,  Mandates and Empire: The League of Nations 

and Africa, 1914-1931, B ighto , “usse  A ade i  P ess, , “. Pede se ,  The Maki g of the Ma dates 
“ ste : A  A gu e t , Geschichte und Gelleschaft, vol. 32, 2006, 560- ; D. Go a , Li e al 
Internationalism, the League of Nations Union, and the Mandates System, Canadian Journal of History, Vol. 40, 

no. 3, (Dec., 2005), 449-477, accessed on-line, 22/03/2015., and P.J. Yearwood, Guarantee of Peace: the 

League of Nations in British Policy, 1914-1925, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2009. 
25

 H.J. Mejcher, Imperial Quest for Oil. 
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and the relationship between the Colonial Office and the High Commissioners in Baghdad.  

Mejcher did, however, offer a detailed analysis of the origins and development of the 

mandate idea. His contention was that rather than deferring to Wilsonian liberal idealism, 

the mandate, as defined in the League of Nations Covenant, was a cloak for British and 

French colonial policy. As this thesis makes clear, the two were not mutually exclusive, and 

as John Mackenzie argued, the s ste  as esta lished p e isel  to o fo  to Wilso s 

ideals, while at the same time legitimating imperial policy.
26

  

 

Pete  “luglett s Britain in Iraq, also published in 1976, and again based on the 

premise that oil was the primary influence on British policy for Iraq from the beginning of 

1918, explained the development of the Iraqi political system and the politics of resistance.  

While st essi g that it as ot his i te tio  to stud  the offi ial i d , he referred to much 

of the interplay between the High Commissioners and the Colonial Office during the period. 

His o lusio  that the B itish left I a  i   e ause it as felt possi le to take the isk  

is an accurate reflection.
27

  However, he blurred the distinction between the responsibilities 

and attitudes of the Foreign and Colonial Offices to the League of Nations. As this thesis 

shows, given the Foreign Office was responsible for communications with the League, and 

as a result, more sensitive to criticism from Geneva, officials in that Office were less willing 

to take risks until nationalist resistance in late 1929 forced a change of attitude. 

 

The most prolific Western author on the subject of Iraq, Sluglett co-edited a later 

volume comparing the British and French mandates. One of the contributors, Toby Dodge, 

                                                           
26

 J. Mackenzie, Propaganda and Empire: the Manipulation of British Public Opinion, 1880-1960, Manchester, 

Manchester University Press, 1984, 256. 
27

 P. Sluglett, Britain in Iraq, 211. 
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highlighted the pressures on the British government in the late 1920s from three directions: 

Iraqi demands for independence, British domestic opinion, and the judgements of the 

Permanent Mandates Commission. He concluded that of the three, the pressure from the 

Permanent Mandates Commission was the weakest, and therefore the easiest and safest to 

circumvent.
28

  This thesis argues, however, that it was that body which proved the most 

difficult of the three. As Susan Pedersen showed, strong oppositio  to B itai s pla s fo  

I a s elease f o  the a date f o  the Ge a  a d Italia  e e s as ased o  thei  

own national interests. The German member favoured an international system composed of 

independent sovereign states, but opposed Britai s i te tio  to li it I a s so e eig t  a d 

access to its national resources. For the same reason, the Italian member opposed Iraqi 

i depe de e, i  o de  to fo e the B itish go e e t to sha e the spoils . On the other 

hand, French opposition, anticipated by the British government to be the strongest, was not 

forthcoming. Rather, the Permanent Mandates Commission was informed in 1931 that the 

French government favoured the idea of a treaty relationship, and proposed to follow 

B itai s lead to te i ate the Syrian mandate by the same means.
29

 

 

Dodge s earlier Inventing Iraq conveys little sense of the confusion and indecision 

which characterised the debates between the civil servants in the Middle East Department 

during the period when the Colonial Office was responsible for the administration of the 

mandate in Iraq.
30

  There is little to be gained by entering into the debate about whether 

                                                           
28

 T. Dodge, I te atio al O ligatio , Do esti  P essu e a d Colo ial Natio alis : the i th of the I a i state 
u de  the a date s ste , i  N. Meou h  & P. “uglett, eds , The British and French Mandates in 

Comparative Perspective, Leiden & Boston, Brill, 2004, 158. 
29

 “. Pede se , Getti g out of I a  – i  : The League of Natio s a d the ‘oad to No ati e “tatehood , 
American Historical Review, October 2010, 975-1000, (accessed 23/06/2012).  
30

 T. Dodge, Inventing Iraq: The Failure of Nation Building and a History Denied, New York, Columbia University 

Press, 2003. 
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the British government lied to the Permanent Mandates Commission in order to hasten 

I a s ad issio  i to the League of Nations, as Dodge argued.
31

  Furthermore, his conclusion 

that the British did not consciously  create an informal empire in Iraq because they were 

aware of the temporary nature of the mandate is not convincing. Rather, the creation of an 

informal empire follo i g I a s ad issio  to the League of Natio s was precisely because 

the British sought to terminate the mandate.  

 

Priya Satia hit the mark, describing the entire British effort in Mesopotamia as  

an exercise in covertness, the rhetoric of liberation camouflaging invasion and 

occupation, since, in the international climate of the Great War, the British had for 

the first time to conceal their imperial ambitions.
32

   

 

 

There are a number of studies on the local and international influences which 

rendered British policy-making reactive and chaotic, albeit within the absolute limits 

imposed by an overarching commitment to extend British primacy in the East.
33

 However, 

there are few which interrogate the impact of the establishment of the League of Nations 

on the development of policy in the 1920s, the attitudes of the Foreign and Colonial Offices 

to the League, or the circumstances in 1921 which motivated the government to regulate its 

mandatory relations with Iraq by means of a treaty.  
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Theoretical Context: 

This thesis views British imperialism in Mesopotamia occurring as a result of political 

multipolarity within British imperial policy making where initially, the war aims of the 

government of India were considerably more expansive than those of the government in 

London. This approach cuts across explanations that focus exclusively o  o e  o  

pe iphe .  Core theories locate the impulse for expansion in the metropolis, and the 

causal factors as social, economic, strategic, or a combination of the three.  The 

contributions of Hobson, Lenin and Schumpeter, seminal to the study of imperialism, are 

well known. Hobson argued that the impulse for expansion was generated by the effects of 

the uneven distribution of wealth on the domestic population. However, for Hobson, the 

political consequences of imperialism were equally important.  The i sa e  i pe ialis  of 

the late nineteenth century, characterised by competing empires and increasing militarism, 

he predicted, would inevitably lead to war.
34

   In 1916, Lenin adopted a more overtly 

teleological approach, linking empire to the stages of capitalism. Imperialism, decaying 

monopoly capitalism, was the last stage which would inevitably lead to war and the triumph 

of socialism.
35

   In 1919, Joseph Schumpeter posited that the impulse for expansion was 

atavistic, inherited from earlier feudal societies and fostered by capitalism. He predicted 

that as a society matured, the feudal remnant would wither away, and with it, the urge for 

imperial expansion.
36

 As this thesis shows, while certainly important, economic factors were 

not the sole motivation for the British occupation of Mesopotamia. Similarly, ascribing 
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British imperialism to atavistic social elements hardly explains the complexity of the shifts in 

British imperial policy. 

 

  In peripheral theories, the distinction between motive and cause is generally less 

clear; both are packaged together. More than half a century ago, Robinson and Gallagher 

argued that while the impulse for expansion was motivated by strategic considerations, it 

was also the product of the actions of the e  o  the spot , as a result of crises on the 

periphery.
37

 Cain and Hopkins later observed that the link between centre and periphery 

was forged by gentlemanly apitalists  i  search of new fields for investment.
38

  

However, peripheral theories alone are not sufficient to explain British imperial expansion in 

Mesopotamia. As the follo i g sho s, the pe iphe  o  o e  di hoto  does ot a ount 

fo  I a s u i ue positio  located between two centres of empire. Furthermore, the 

theories discussed do not account for the shift back to informal empire in the inter-war 

period. 

 

Formal and Informal Imperialism: 

In the aforementioned texts, Robinson and Gallagher defined informal imperialism as the 

indirect means to control a territory and people when distinguishing between the mid-

Victorian (informal), and late-Victorian (formal) approaches to empire. No less imperialist 

than formal control by the annexation of territory and the imposition of direct rule, the 
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difference, they argued, lay in the degree of control exercised.
39

  They defined informal 

imperialism as the extension of influence by collaboration with local rulers, dependent 

always on the extent of Great Power rivalry and the co-operation of the local elites. They 

also suggested that protectorates came within the rubric of informal imperialism.
40

  

However, it could also be argued that like the post-First World War League of Nations 

mandates for the former Ottoman provinces, protectorates were in a class of their own – in 

between formal and informal imperialism. 

 

Lauren Benton also observed that prior to 1900, the European imperial powers 

sought to esta lish hege o   eati g a o alous enclaves and loosely configured 

o ido s of i pe ial o t ol .41
  This is evident in the establishment of informal imperialism 

in various parts of the world from the Ottoman Empire and China, to Latin America, and the 

treaties of exclusivity forged between the government of India and the chiefs of the Persian 

Gulf states during the nineteenth century. Indeed, this was the mid-Vi to ia s  preferred 

method of imperial control.
42

   This thesis shows that this preference did not change after 

the Great War. The overarching aim of British post-war policy was to etai  I a  ithi  the 

B itish i pe ial s ste 43
, initially by indirect control and later by gradual devolution by 
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means of the mandate. Ultimately, informal e pi e o  the heap  was achieved through an 

unequal treaty of alliance, signed in 1930. Effectively, Iraq did not achieve true 

independence until 1958.
44

  

 

The Origins and Development of the Mandate Idea: 

Historians have linked the origins of the mandate idea to discussions on imperial unity  

by the Conservative Round Table group, formed by Lord Milner in the early twentieth 

century.
 45

  In 1909, it was suggested that in order for the Dominions to take more 

responsibility for the management and defence of the Empire, they should take over control 

of adjacent colonial territories.
46

  However, the first articulation of a mandate for 

Mesopotamia was made by an American, George Louis Beer, in January 1918.
47

  His paper, 

The Futu e of Mesopota ia  introduced the idea of trusteeship, protection of the local 

population from exploitation, and equal opportunity for trade and development by means 

of a  i te atio al a date , with Great Britain taking responsibility for its 

administration.
48

  Shortly thereafter, Sir Mark Sykes developed a similar scheme, setting a 

limit of twenty-five years on the period of trusteeship under provisional British rule.
49

  In 
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December 1918, Jan Smuts, the South African Defence Minister, published a paper entitled 

The League of Nations: A Practical Suggestion, which proposed a system of mandates on 

similar lines for the former Ottoman and German territories.
50

  President Wilson was 

impressed by Smuts  p oposals, and ultimately, many of the ideas expressed in his paper 

were reproduced in the Covenant of the League of Nations.
51

  

 

Beer and Smuts were looking specifically at the design and application of trusteeship 

and the civilising mission by an international system of mandates. As Eric Weitz has made 

clear, however, the ideals of the civilising mission embodied in the mandates system had a 

much earlier heritage. He demonstrated that the peace treaties signed in 1919 and 1923 

were based on the outcomes of the Berlin Congress of 1878, and the Berlin West African 

Conference of 1884. For Europe and Anatolia, this sig ified atio al states, i o it  

protection and forced deportations – the elaboration of the tendencies of the Berlin Treaty 

of .52
 For Africa and the Middle East it meant mandates, according to the principles of 

the General Act of 1885 hi h e sh i ed at the i te atio al le el, ot just the i di idual 

state le el, the la guage of the i ilisi g issio .53
  More significantly for this thesis, Weitz 

argued that Article 22 of the League of Nations Covenant, and the terms of the mandates 

submitted to the League in 1920 were based on the General Act of 1885, revised in 1890 

and revised again in 1919.
54

  Furthermore, he concluded that given the mandates system 
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as a ke  i stitutio al e p essio  of the i ilisi g issio  it ould ot e o side ed as a 

camouflage for imperialism.
55

  

 

As this thesis argues, the civilising mission for Iraq was dropped in 1921, in favour of 

securing British interests by regulating relations with the Iraqi government by means of a 

Treaty relationship, or more specifically, the subsidiary agreements attached thereto. The 

mandate, however, remained in force. Therefore, an analogy with formal and informal 

imperialism as far as the mandate for Iraq was concerned is difficult to make. Rather, 

according to the League Covenant and the terms of the mandate, British control of Iraq 

between 1921 and 1932 could be described as internationally-recognised indirect rule under 

the auspices of, and acting on behalf of the League of Nations. For Iraq, admission to the 

League of Nations in 1932 as an independent state signalled the automatic termination of 

the mandate. For British policy-makers, it signified a shift from indirect control and 

international obligations to informal empire, according to the terms of the 1930 Treaty. 

 

The i perialis  of de olo isatio  a d the e d of e pire:  

In 1976, Ronald Hyam argued that the year 1918 marked the beginning of the end of the 

British Empire.
56

  In a later work, he posited that a loss of will was the key factor in the 

E pi e s long decline thereafter. John Darwin was among the scholars who contended that 
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despite the effects of imperial over-stretch in the 1920s, there was no loss of will on the 

part of policy-makers; it was the determination to maintain the empire which motivated the 

ha ge f o  fo al ule to a s ste  of i flue e a d pa t e ship .  Mo eo e , he a gued 

that there was nothing novel in this approach. Rather, it reflected continuity with the mid-

Vi to ia s  uest fo  e pi e o  the heap .57
  

 

In fact, the maintenance of informal imperialism in Iraq after 1932 was remarkably 

si ila  to the i pe ialis  of de olo isatio  thesis outli ed  W.‘. Louis a d ‘o ald 

Robinson in 2003.
58

 Robinson and Louis suggested that the trend towards informal 

imperialism in the interwar years, interrupted by the Second World War and later frustrated 

by Soviet and American rivalry in the Middle East, was the prelude to decolonisation in the 

mid-twentieth century.
59

  While the international power balance had shifted in the post-

Second World War period, with the backing of the United States, the mid-Victorian 

techniques of informal imperialism in West Africa post-independence se ed to prolong 

imperial sway and secure British economi  a d st ategi  assets .60
   As this thesis illustrates, 

while not strictly speaking decolonised, the same solution for Iraq ante-dated the 

i pe ialis  of de olo isatio   al ost thi t  ea s. 
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Orientalism and its influence: 

In scrutinising state action, the question of motivation and intent arises, something 

endlessly theorised by historians, philosophers and international relations theorists. 

Edward Said coined the term Orientalism in 1978, defining it as a system of thought which, 

for example, projected the East as a binary opposite to the west, exotic yet backward, which 

the west sought to dominate.
61

  “aid s theo  ge e ated a ealth of s hola ship o  the 

relationship between western perceptions of the east and imperialism. Scholarly opinion is 

divided on that claim.
62

  Interestingly, James Renton observed that towards the end of 1917, 

the Orientalist rhetoric relating to the failure of the Arabs to progress under Ottoman rule, 

and the land laid waste during four centuries of misrule, was hijacked for propaganda 

purposes, juxtaposed with the themes of Arab liberation and self-determination to justify a 

continuing British presence in the Middle East.
63

   

 

Orie talis s Occidental Self/Oriental Other dichotomy was also key to the 

development of other forms of post-colonial theory, notably in the work of the Subaltern 

Studies theorists, led by Ranajit Guha in the 1980s. In a number of volumes, the scholars in 

the collective sought to uncover the history of the (particularly Indian) subaltern social 

                                                           
61

 E. Said, Orientalism, New York, Pantheon, 1978. 
62

 Fo  the a gu e t that the p o ess of ide tit  fo atio  as o e o ple  tha  “aid s si ple di hoto , 
see E. Bar Yosef, The Holy Land in English Culture, 1799-1917: Palestine and the Question of Orientalism, 

Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2005, 8, and T.W. Gallant, Experiencing Dominion, xi, 16.   See also a discussion on 

this, la gel   F e h a d “pa ish s hola s, see Pat i ia Al á e ui, Orientalism: T e t  Yea s O , I stitute 
de la Mediterránia, 2003.   https://www.iemed.org/publications/quaderns/4/aalmarcegui.pdf, accessed 

10/02/15. On the other hand, Gyan Prakash challenged the critics, celebrating Orie talis s power to subvert 

este  pe eptio s of the East. G. P akash, O ie talis  No , History and Theory, Vol. 34, no. 3, (Oct., 1995), 

199-212, (accessed on-line 12/06/2015).  
63

 J. Mackenzie, Propaganda and Empire, , ; J. ‘e to , Cha gi g La guages of Empire and the Orient: 

Britain and the Invention of the Middle East, 1917-1918, The Historical Journal, Vol. 50, no. 3, (2007), 645-667, 

(accessed on-line 16/03/2009). 

https://www.iemed.org/publications/quaderns/4/aalmarcegui.pdf


21 

 

segment, writing them into the histories of elite resistance which had excluded them.
 64

 

Problematising this project, Gayatri Spivak concluded that, because the subaltern classes 

were i et ie a l  hete oge eous , and often not represented in the source base used by 

historians, recovering their voices in histories from below was a fraught project.
 65

   “pi ak s 

concerns resonate in the case of Mesopotamia prior to 1920, where racial and religious 

heterogeneity acted to diffuse the voices of resistance. Moreover, when consulted, the 

oi es of the elites  e e ediated th ough their British interlocutors to provide the 

desired responses. Those below the level of Arab elites struggled to be heard at all, save 

through acts of revolt which were vigorously suppressed by the British military forces. 

Importantly, however, during the 1920s, Arabs increasingly had a voice which the British 

heard and acted upon when their aims and aspirations coincided.  

 

The trope of Orientalism certainly served British purposes in other ways, playing a 

part in buttressing misconceived notions of restoring the land to its pre-Muslim past. 

Drawing on the Bible and classical texts, Mesopotamia was idealised as the site of the 

Garden of Eden, the cradle of Western civilisation. In the imperial imaginary, the 

Mesopotamian El Dorado - the unlimited agricultural potential of the land between the two 

rivers laid waste by three centuries of Ottoman neglect - would be redeemed by British 

technology and expertise.
66

  Such ideals, however, only gained traction because of the 
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accompanying material importance of Mesopotamia spruiked by railway promoters, 

investors and politicians well into the twentieth century. Interestingly, as this thesis 

demonstrates, no government during the nineteenth century, Liberal or Conservative, was 

willing to provide the guarantees required to attract the capital necessary for such plans. 

However, promoters also stressed the importance of railways as bulwarks to guard geo-

strategically critical areas such as India, Persia and Mesopotamia against Russian expansion 

in the late nineteenth century.
67

  As Christopher Bayly argued, a  theo  of i pe ialis  

must take into account developments in continental European states and beyond, even if it 

is t i g to e plai  B itish i pe ialis  alo e. 68
  

 

The International system: 

With that in mind, theories relating to the international system and the establishment of 

imperial hegemony may be useful here.  Constructivist theory, which posits the 

international system as a social construct, based on identities, interests and ideas, rather 

than material power,
69

 does not, however, take into account the fact that in order to sustain 

empire, the European Powers relied on military or naval power. On the other hand, realist 

theory posits an anarchic international system, composed of sovereign states, military as 

well as political entities, in which material power is the primary determinant of international 

politics; in other words, a Great Power struggle between self-interested states. According to 

this theory, a state requires maximum power in order to mitigate threats from rival states. 
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However, if a rival state is militarily stronger, the solution is to establish hegemony over 

regions considered strategically and economically important.
70

  Superficially, Realist theory 

seems to offer a framework for analysis, at least for the period before 1921. But, given the 

polycratic nature of British decision-making, there would seem to be no single theoretical 

explanation for British imperialism in Iraq for the entire period. Accordingly, a careful 

empirical exegesis of the conflicting currents within British decision making as it unfolded is 

a more revealing way of understanding post-war approaches to Iraq than any totalising 

theory. 

 

Policy and Decision-Making: 

Any such theory assumes a coherent state structure making informed decisions based on its 

clearly understood best interests. Yet the formulation and implementation of British 

imperial policy was generally only achieved following lengthy negotiations between the 

departments concerned, and decisions were invariably the result of bargains and 

compromises. While Cabinet Ministers sat atop a pyramid of power, the main lines of policy 

were formulated by permanent departmental heads and unelected civil servants.
71

   

F.M.G. Willson referred to the limited role of Parliament in the policy-making process in a 

strong two-party system, where questions on government policy were restricted to 

Question Time, and Parliament was generally not informed of decisions until after they had 

been made.
72
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Outside the formal policy-making apparatus, diplomats and consular officials also 

possessed considerable influence on policy decisions, and in the post-war period, a number 

of military and political officials returned from service in the Middle East to take up 

positions of influence, either as politicians or departmental officials and advisers, blurring 

the distinction between centre and periphery. Finally, given the ramshackle imperial 

st u tu e , i  a  ases, power devolved to local political officials.
73

 The Arab Bureau, 

based in Cairo, exerted significant influence in the Levant during its existence from 1916 to 

1920.  Additionally, such was the influence of Sir Percy Cox, the Chief Political Officer during 

the military occupation of Mesopotamia, and the first High Commissioner post-war, that he 

found himself in a position where the home government sought his advice before 

embarking on major policy changes.   

 

The traditional structures of governance were altered following the establishment of 

the War Cabinet in December 1916, amplifying the polycratic system following the 

establishment of a proliferation of ad hoc and standing Cabinet sub-committees, including 

Lord Cu zo s Mesopota ia  Ad i ist atio  Co ittee, set up i  , renamed the 

Middle East Committee in September of that year, and expanded into the Eastern 

Committee in 1918. Understanding the operations of these committees, and the personnel 

involved, is essential fo  u de sta di g the o ki gs of the offi ial i d . While it a  ha e 

been intended to limit the agency of the individual departments with interests in 

Mesopotamia, as this thesis shows, the system failed in its purpose. As Ronald Hyam 

observed,  
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people make policy, so it is important to understand ministers and officials (as 

far as possible) as individuals with differing views – views which are also 

influenced by discussion and events, and may change.
74

   

 

 

Complicating the realist position was not only the result of ignorance of local conditions, but 

also indecision, institutional blockages, or simply the desire to avoid making difficult 

decisions. The solution to the interdepartmental conflict in the polycratic system arrived at 

in December 1920, placed responsibility for the administration of the League of Nations 

mandates with the Colonial Office. For the policymakers, however, Iraq remained a divided 

space, not only between the Foreign and Colonial Offices with relation to their roles vis-à-vis 

the League of Nations and the mandate, but also between the British government as the 

mandatory power, the League of Nations on whose behalf the mandate was administered, 

and the Iraqi government.  

 

Sources, Methodology, and Structure: 

The tortu ed pe utatio s of B itai s I a  poli  is the subject matter of this thesis. 

Concerned primarily with policy formulation, the scrutiny of British archival records has 

been an essential component of this research project, not only for official documents, but 

also for the inter- and intra-departmental debates between civil servants recorded in the 

minutes. Foreign Office papers for the period from 1907 to 1932, together with War Office 

papers for 1918, and Colonial Office records for the period of the mandate, have been 

accessed at the National Archives in the United Kingdom. The India Office records, pivotal 

for the period from 1914 to 1920, when the India Office was responsible for the 

administration of Mesopotamia, have also been scrutinised at the British Library. Cabinet 
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papers have been sourced via the Natio al A hi es  o -line service, and some of the 

Foreign Office papers from the volumes of British Documents on Foreign Affairs. In addition, 

many original documents, for example, the post-war treaties and the League of Nations 

Official Journal have been accessed on-line.   

 

However, archival sources do not always provide the historian with a view into the 

private thoughts of participants in the story, and it is fortunate that the memoirs, diaries 

and letters of many of the actors, while not impartial, are also available. Gertrude Bell s 

diaries and letters are available on-line, while relevant correspondence between Curzon and 

other government Ministers has been sourced from the papers of Edwin Montagu, the 

Secretary of State for India, 1917-1922, and Lord Derby, British Ambassador to France from 

1918 to 1920. Correspondence between Curzon, Bonar Law, Robert Cecil and Leo Amery 

was sourced from Lord Cu zo s pape s, which also contain a great deal of relevant material 

relating to his government service in the period between 1915 and 1923. Parliamentary 

records, the London Times, and memoirs and biographies of politicians and officials have 

also provided other crucial sources of material. 

 

Structured in chapters arranged in chronological order with one exception, this 

thesis commences ith a hapte  o  the histo i al a kg ou d to the e pa sio  of I dia s 

sphere of influence into the Persian Gulf region, and the origins of the system of divided 

jurisdiction in the Persian Gulf and Mesopotamia.  Chapter two focuses on the period 

between 1914 and 1918; the establishment of British political control in Mesopotamia 

during war time military occupation, and the ensuing friction with the authorities in Cairo, 

particularly following the establishment of the Arab Bureau in 1916. The hesitancy of the 
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British government to determine war aims in 1915 is outlined, together with the failed 

intentions of Lord Cu zo s Mesopotamian Administration Committee, established following 

the occupation of Baghdad in 1917, and the responses of Ministers and local authorities to 

the doctrine of self-determination.  

 

The complexity of dealing with the triangular conflict between London, India, and 

the two nodes of British power in the Middle East requires interrupting the chronological 

continuity, in order to explore the o fli t a d o fusio  i  Cu zo s Eastern Committee in 

1918, which is the subject of chapter three. This is necessary in order to determine if the 

polycratic system alone was responsible for the lack of a clear policy by the end of 1918.  

 

Chapters four and five represent an appraisal of the period of vacillation between 

1919 and mid-1920, and the contributing endogenous and exogenous factors. Chapter five 

concludes with the recommendations of the Cairo Conference for future policy for 

Mesopotamia, amid concerns relating to the League of Nations mandate.  

 

The final chapter focuses primarily on the policy-makers in the Colonial Office in the 

years between 1921 and 1932, and the discursions, subterfuges and deceptions to which 

they were prepared to lend themselves in order to rid the government of responsibility for 

the mandate; the lack of a contingency policy when the Iraqi government resisted British 

demands, and the points at which the Foreign and Colonial Offices clashed as a result of 

their conflicting responsibilities to the League of Nations. The chapter concludes with the 

principal reasons, as this thesis contends, for the decision to quit the mandate prematurely. 
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Chapter One 

 

British interests in India, the Persian Gulf and Mesopotamia before the Great War. 

 

 

According to a report written for the Board of Trade in 1908, Mesopotamia 

  

 … ill ever be a country whose wealth and future destiny must be a source of deep 

 solicitude to Great Britain, whose hold over an Eastern Empire is contingent, not 

 only on the broad oceans, but on the control of the continental trade routes that 

 find their southern outlet in the narrow sea lane that leads from Turkish Arabia 

 to Bombay.
1
 

 

This statement encapsulates the broad strategic and economic significance of 

Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf in relation to India prior to the First World War. In 

response to increasing German commercial competition in the region, the epo t s 

author, George Lloyd,
2
 criticised British traders for failing to seize the commercial 

opportunities awaiting exploitation in Mesopotamia. However, there was a subtext to his 

report. He was, in effect, echoing the pleas of explorers, railway promoters, investors, 

and officials at the British embassy in Constantinople during the nineteenth century, for 

the government to consider extending informal empire over Mesopotamia.  Traditionally 

the concern of the government of India, early interest related to the strategic importance 

of Mesopotamia, due to its geographical position, as part of a transport corridor between 

the eastern Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf. Specifically the term Mesopota ia  was 

applied to the three Ottoman Vilayets (provinces) of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul,
3
  where 

until the late nineteenth century, Ottoman rule did not extend far beyond the towns; in 
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the rural areas power rested with largely independent tribal leaders, whose spheres of 

influence often overlapped.
4
   

Locating Mesopotamia in the British imperial mind however, requires a bifocal 

approach, encompassing both London and India, where historically the responsibility for 

consular representation in the region was divided between the central government in 

London and the government of India. Arguably, British imperial designs on Mesopotamia 

o igi ated ot f o  he  i ol e e t i  the Easte  Questio  i  the late i etee th 

century when the government in London turned its attention to the Ottoman Asian 

provinces, but with the expansion of commerce in the sixteenth century. 

 

Historical context: the establishment of British Commercial and Political Predominance 

and the origins of polycratism. 

British travellers and a small number of merchants visited Mesopotamia during 

the sixteenth century.
5
  However, the first formal commercial and diplomatic links 

between England and the Ottoman Empire were established by merchants, who sought 

to open the trade routes of the Levant to English commerce. Negotiations conducted in 

1580 between William Harborne, a leading London merchant, and the Ottoman Sultan, 

secured concessions (capitulations), granting extraterritorial privileges which exempted 

Europeans from local laws and taxes,
6
 and allowed for the appointment of consuls to 

adjudicate in disputes between British merchants, thereby confirming consuls as proxies 
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of informal imperialism.
7
 The Levant Co pa s first Royal charter, granted in September 

1581, secured a monopoly of British trade in the eastern Mediterranean region; a new 

charter in 1592 provided for the extension of trade into inland Ottoman territories, where 

Aleppo became the principal centre for trade with the east.
8
 However, attempts to enter 

into the lucrative silk and spice markets in Persia and the East Indies overland from the 

Mediterranean coast to the Persian Gulf failed.
9
 Moreover, attempts by the Levant 

Company to break into the eastern trade via the Cape of Good Hope were equally 

unsuccessful. Hence, the most prominent members of the Levant Company were among 

the original subscribers to the East India Company, established in 1599.
10

  

 

The Royal Charter granted to the East India Company in 1600, provided for a 

monopoly of British trade via the Cape of Good Hope. Thwarted by the Dutch East India 

Co pa s hold o  the East Indies trade, merchants of the British company turned their 

gaze northward, and in the seventeenth century, the Company expanded its mercantile 

operations into the Persian Gulf and to Egypt via the Red Sea.
11

  In Imperial terms, the 

operations of the East India Company complemented those of the Levant Company, but 
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the East India Company became a competitor when its merchants established trade with 

Persia.
12

  

 

There was one significant difference between the two companies. While the 

Levant Company cherished no territorial ambitions, the East India Company morphed into 

a politico-military entity, intent on establishing an empire in India.
13

 As a result, the 

expansion of the East I dia Co pa s ope atio s ope ed t o e  a eas of i pe ial 

concern: safeguarding the Persian Gulf trade, and securing communications with India
14

 

in the vaguely demarcated space between the operations of the two Companies, where in 

some cases, the commercial and consular operations of the two companies overlapped.
15

   

 

By the late eighteenth century, while trade was in decline, there was an increased 

strategic interest in the region following Napoleo  Bo apa te s Le a ti e ilita  

campaign, and occupation of Egypt in 1798. The news received in London in May 1798 

that Napoleon and his army had departed from Toulon,
16

 gave rise to fears that their 

intended destination was India, overland through Mesopotamia and Persia.
17

  In 

response, diplo ati  edges  e e i se ted to fo tif  B itai s politi al p ese e in the 
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Levant and Mesopotamia.
18

  The local agent of the East India Company in Baghdad was 

replaced by a British Consul, and the Co pa s age t at Aleppo was recognised as a 

consul by the Levant Company in 1803.
19

  At the same time, the Bombay government 

despatched a marine force to establish a base at the mouth of the Red Sea to block the 

sea route to India, and subsequently secured the consent of the local chieftain to utilise 

Aden as a base and coaling station.
20

  

 

Napoleon did not march his army to India, but by the early nineteenth century the 

commercial fortunes of both the Levant and East India Companies were following a 

similar trajectory: diminishing trade, financial crises, dependence on government loans, 

followed by the loss of their commercial monopolies and the assumption of government 

control of the Co pa ies  consular services.
21

   Responsibility for the supervision of the 

Levant Co pa s o suls was taken over by the Foreign Office in 1825.
22

  While 

expansion and militarisation in order to defend its burgeoning operations saw the East 

India Company establish itself as the ruler of a significant portion of the Indian sub-

continent, the downward trajectory mirrored that of the Levant Company. In financial 

straits by 1783, the Company sought the assistance of the British government, at the cost 

of government supervision of its affairs.
23

  The 1784 India Act established the Board of 

                                                           
18

 S. Lloyd, Foundations in the Dust, 33; M. Yapp, The Making of the Modern Near East, 54; S. Pollock, 

Ancient Mesopotamia: The Eden that never was, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1999, 12. 
19

 C. Laidlaw, The British in the Levant, 209. 
20

 H.L. Hoskins, British Routes to India, 60. 
21

 A. Webster, The Twilight of the East India Company, 2; C. Laidlaw, The British in the Levant, 223, A.C. 

Wood, A History of the Levant Company, 199. 
22

 See L.P. Gunning, The British Consular Service in the Aegean and the Collection of Antiquities for the 

British Museum, for an interesting study of the professionalization of the former Levant Company Consuls 

after 1825, and their participation in the collection of antiquities as a means of supplementing their 

stipends following the loss of their mercantile benefits. 
23

 A. Webster, The Twilight of the East India Company, 1. 



33 

 

Control, its President holding a seat in Cabinet,
24

  and the Charter Act of 1833, divested 

the Company of its commercial arm, leaving it solely as a bureaucratic machine for 

go e i g ost of B itai s Asia  possessio s. 25
 ‘espo si ilit  fo  the Co pa s politi al 

agents passed first to the Bombay government, and in 1835, to the central government at 

Calcutta.
 26

 Those arrangements laid the foundation for the later jurisdictional divisions, 

when the Government of India extended its sphere of influence to the Persian Gulf. 

 

The Euphrates Valley Railway: 

In the meantime, the British government officially revealed an interest in the 

Euphrates Valley. In 1834, a House of Commons Select Committee recommended sending 

an expedition to investigate the possibility of establishing overland communications 

between the Mediterranean Sea and India, the penultimate section to be traversed by 

steam boat on the river Euphrates to the Persian Gulf.  A secondary, but equally salient 

motive for the expedition was given as the p o otio  of the o e e a d ge e al 

interests of His Majest s su je ts. 27
 In other words, while presented as a peaceful 

mission, arguably it was also intended to establish a British presence beyond Basra, given 

Fo eig  “e eta  Lo d Pal e sto s o e s ega di g the e pa sio ist a itio s of the 

governor of Egypt, Mehmet Ali.
28

 The expedition led by Colonel Francis Rawdon Chesney, 

reached the Persian Gulf, albeit with the loss of one of its two steamers and twenty lives. 
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While Ches e s epo t on the navigability of the Euphrates was less than optimistic, the 

e peditio s sig ifi a e lies o e i  the emphasis Chesney placed on the commercial 

potential awaiting exploitation in Mesopotamia ,29
 a theme which formed the basis of the 

arguments of the railway developers who followed in his footsteps twenty years later.   

 

Coming shortly after the failure of the Euphrates Expedition, the British 

occupation and annexation of Aden in January 1839 concentrated attention both in 

London and India on the overland route via the Suez isthmus, leaving the Euphrates 

project as merely an alternative.
30

  While posing no immediate threat to I dia s i te ests 

in the Persia Gulf, the Greek insurrection in the 1820s together with the expansionist 

pretensions of the governor of Egypt, Mehmet Ali, revealed the vulnerability of the 

Ottoman Empire to attack at the periphery, and shaped British policy thereafter. As a 

result of British military intervention in Syria in 1841, however, Mehmet Ali s i pe ial 

dreams were curbed.
31

  

 

A shift in British policy regarding the Ottoman Empire during the Crimean War 

paved the way for developers, investors and entrepreneurs. Given Britain s stated aim 

was to preserve the integrity of the Ottoman state, the first of a series of loans to the 

Porte was raised in London in 1854, accompanied by a government guarantee.
32

 Together 
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with the terms of the Anglo-Ottoman free trade Convention signed in 1838
33

 an increased 

financial stake in the Ottoman Empire provided scope for creating new opportunities for 

economic penetration,
34

  and a proposal soon emerged for the construction of a railway 

linking the Mediterranean Sea with the Persian Gulf.  

 

In 1856, William Patrick Andrew, president of the Scinde, Punjab and Delhi Railway 

Company, formed the Association for the Promotion of the Euphrates Valley , which 

issued a prospectus for a railway, tracing the course of the River Euphrates, overland from 

Seleucia to Basra. Chesney took part in negotiations with the Porte for the concession for 

the first section of the proposed railway, from the Mediterranean to the river Euphrates, 

which was granted by the Porte in early 1857. In his report to the government, Chesney 

stressed the advantages for Britain if the railway was constructed, such as the extension 

of commerce, the conveyance of troops, materiel, mail and passengers from England to 

India in just 15 or 16 days.
35

 But given that the Ottoman guarantee of a minimum rate of 

interest at 6 per cent was considered unlikely to attract British investors,
36

  a deputation 

approached the Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, seeking a British government 

guarantee. The deputation, led by Lord Shaftesbury, included members of Parliament, 
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and W.F. Ainsworth and Major-General Chesney from the Euphrates Expedition. 

Shaftesbury pointed out in forcible language  

the vast importance to this country of securing an alternative route to India, and 

the great interest generally felt throughout the country in this great undertaking, 

so calculated to promote commerce, civilization and Christianity.
37

 

 

Andrew employed a different tactic, combining materialism with Orientalism in an effort 

 

 to gain government support for his project, stating that 

 

 the countries to be traversed were the richest and most ancient in the world, 

 and might again become the granaries of Europe, and not only supply us with 

 wheat, but with cotton of excellent quality.
38

 

 

Unconvinced by A d e s utopian argument, Palmerston countered that the Red Sea 

route was adequate for communications with India.
39

  Lacking the necessary government 

guarantee, the project was shelved, temporarily. 

 

In 1858 the last vestige of the old East India Company s politi al a  was 

extinguished.  The Governor-General was replaced by a Viceroy, and in London, the Board 

of Control was dissolved, and replaced by a Secretary of State for India and the India 

Office.
 40

  The change was more one of substance than form, however, the jurisdictional 

division and overlapping interests of the Foreign and India Offices in the Middle East 

inherited from the defunct trading companies slowed the metropolitan decision-making 

process, which empowered the men on the spot to take the initiative on matters for 

which prompt action was required.
41

  Moreover, as head of the India Office, the Secretary 

of State often found himself at odds with other members of the Cabinet when Indian and 
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imperial interests collided.
 42

    Kaminsky referred to tensions between the India Office 

and the War Office over the deployment of Indian troops for imperial ventures 

elsewhere, paid from Indian revenues for which the Government of India received no 

compensation.
43

 

    

In late 1871, a House of Commons Select Committee was appointed to investigate 

the viability of a Euphrates Valley railway line once more. But division of opinion on the 

Mediterranean terminus of the proposed railway, the route, and whether it would repay 

the cost of construction resulted in a further postponement.
44

 Consistent with the Liberal 

approach to imperial expansion inspired by the Radical M.P.s Richard Cobden and John 

Bright
45

, during a debate in the House of Commons in February 1873, the Prime Minister, 

William Gladstone, stated that the government was unable to commit to financing or 

providing guarantees for the estimated £8,000,000 to £10,000,000 required for the 

construction of the railway.
46

  In any case, communications with India had been 

considerably improved by 1865, following the opening of the Indo-European telegraph 
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line which passed overland, terminating at Fao at the southern extremity of the Basra 

Vilayet.
47

  Moreover, the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 reduced the time taken to 

reach India by sea.
48

  

 

William Andrew, however, was not about to let go of his dream. During an address 

to the United Services Club in May 1873, he referred to a prediction made in 1858 by the 

Austrian War Minister, Baron von Kuhnenfeld, that Russia would seek to gain a warm-

water port in the Persian Gulf by advancing through Armenia and northern Persia to the 

Euphrates River. Therefore, in order to bolster British influence, and reduce the Russian 

threat, von Kuhnenfeld suggested that England should build the Euphrates Valley Railway, 

si e secure possession of the Euphrates line is decisive as regards the ownership of all 

land lying withi  the [A a ia ] uad ilate al .49
 A further attempt to gain support from 

Dis aeli s Co se ati e go e e t in 1875, met with the response that the Suez Canal 

was suffi ie t fo  all pu poses ,50
 particularly following the purchase of the Khedi e s 

shares in the Suez Canal Company, which secured British representation on the Board of 

the Company.
51

  In 1877, von Kuhnenfeld s suggestio  as take  up  Austen Henry 

Layard,
52

 British Ambassador to the Porte, following Russian gains in the Caspian region 

during the Russo-Ottoman war. However, Disraeli (now Lord Beaconsfield), rejected his 
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proposal to extend informal empire over the territory extending from the eastern 

Mediterranean to the western borders of Persia.
53

   

 

 

India and the Persian Gulf: 

While successive Liberal and Conservative governments may have been unwilling to 

commit to the construction of the railway, the Go e e t of I dia s su -imperial 

enterprises in the Persian Gulf region progressed, unhindered by competition from the 

other European Powers for most of the nineteenth century, and the region remained 

isolated from events further north. During this time, communications with India were not 

seriously threate ed, as I dia s f o tie s extended towards Central Asia, Persia and the 

Gulf by the favoured method of preserving and cultivating lo al egi es i  o de  to de  

strategic advantages to their i pe ial i als .54
  Armed expeditions, in 1809 and 1820 to 

suppress attacks on British merchant ships f o  the Pi ate Coast , were followed by the 

establishment of treaty relations between the government of India and the chiefs of the 

six independent Gulf states: the first in 1820, subsequently extended to a Treaty of 

Maritime Truce between 1835 and 1839, he e the te  T u ial “tates , and in 1853, the 

treaties were re-negotiated and re-named as a Treaty of Perpetual Peace.
55

 Not until the 

late 1870s did the government in London take a serious interest in the region.  
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The fi st pe ei ed th eat to B itish i te ests i  Mesopota ia, i  the offi ial i d  

at least, emerged as a result of the Russo-Turkish War, 1877-1878, which concluded with 

Batum on the Black Sea coast, and Kars, Ardahan and Beyazid, near the headwaters of the 

Euphrates River, in Russian hands. Accordingly, the focus of the British government 

shifted to the Ottoman Asian provinces.
 56

   Britain and Austria, dissatisfied with the 

provisions of the Treaty of San Stefano relating to the Ottoman Empi e s Eu opea  

provinces, agreed to hold a conference in Berlin to discuss the issue.
57

 During 

negotiations with their Russian counterparts prior to the opening of the Berlin Congress, 

the prime minister, Beaconsfield, and his Foreign Secretary, Lord Salisbury, agreed to the 

retention by Russia of the Ottoman Armenian territories, in exchange for a pledge from 

the Russian government that it would take no further territory in the Ottoman Asian 

provinces. To utt ess B itai s positio  fu the , and in a shift away from the previous 

Li e al go e e ts  policy of maintaining the integrity of the Ottoman Empire, Disraeli 

and Salisbury conducted secret negotiations with the Ottoman Sultan, which resulted in 

the cession of Cyprus to Great Britain, ostensibly in order to establish a military base from 

which to defend British interests in western Asia.
58

 While Layard may have preferred to 

extend British influence from Mohammerah, in the Shatt el-Arab, the occupation of 

Cyprus demonstrated again that the British government had no interest in penetrating 
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into the interior of Mesopotamia. At the same time, however, the acquisition of Cyprus 

encouraged the promoters of the Euphrates Valley Railway scheme to re-state their case.  

 

On the day the Cyprus Convention was announced, the Duke of Sutherland, 

William Andrew and Sir John Ma eill fo ed the Asia Mi o  a d Euph ates ‘ail a  

Asso iatio .59
  Their argument in favour of the railway received the same response as 

that given in 1873, however, and the project was again shelved. 
60

  Further attempts were 

made to revive interest in the Euphrates Valley Railway, but as a result of the rejection of 

the scheme by Gladsto e s Liberal government in 1882 and 1885, the project was finally 

abandoned.
61

  

 

 The saga of the Euphrates Valley Railway, and the refusal of successive British 

governments to commit to providing the necessary guarantees, highlighted the general 

lack of official interest in the interior, despite the ostensible threat posed to British 

interests in Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf by Russian expansion and Ottoman 

weakness.
62

 At the same time, whether the Russian threat was real or imagined, by the 

late nineteenth century there were concrete British-Indian interests in southern 

Mesopotamia to defend from foreign competition.  The London-registered Lynch 

B othe s  Tig is a d Euph ates “tea  Na igation Company was established in 1861. This 

service linked with the British India Steam Navigation Company which operated a 
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subsidised mail service to India, and with the Indian Postal System, established at Basra 

and Baghdad in 1868.
63

  

 

A perceived threat to British interests in the Persian Gulf emerged in 1898, causing 

a certain degree of panic in India. Maurice de Bunsen, the British Ambassador in Vienna, 

notified the Prime Minister, Lord Salisbury, of a proposal by Count Vladimir Kapnist, a 

nephew of the Russian Ambassador, for the construction of a railway from the 

Mediterranean coast to the Persian Gulf, terminating at Basra.
64

 While assuming the 

proposal was genuine, Sir Nicholas O Co o , the British Ambassador to the Porte, 

doubted its viability, given his understanding that the Porte was opposed to granting 

guarantees.
65

 Lord Curzon, Viceroy of India 1899-1905, doubted that the funds could be 

raised in Russia, noting that the sympathy of the Russian Government may perhaps be 

due to a desire less to construct the railway themselves than to block its construction by 

others .66
  

 

While it was later revealed that Kapnist had no support from his government, the 

idea of a Russian-owned railway to the Gulf was enough to inspire Curzon to propose the 

declaration of a protectorate over Kuwait, where the only alternative to a railway 

terminus at Basra could have been located. Salisbury vetoed Cu zo s proposal, and 

instead, the British Political Agent on behalf of the Government of India, concluded a 

bond  with the Kuwaiti chief, Sheikh Mubarak, with terms similar to the treaties of 
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exclusivity re-negotiated with the Trucial chiefs in 1892.
67

 By the terms of the agreement, 

Mubarak agreed not to cede any territory except to Great Britain, to exclude 

representatives of other Powers, and to conduct foreign relations through the British 

government,
68

 thereby extending B itai s i fo al e pi e i  the Pe sia  Gulf. 

 

 

 

The Baghdad Railway and German commercial penetration of the Persian Gulf: 

Kapnist s s he e was almost certainly a chimera, however Curzon sensed a 

German threat to British Indian interests in the Persian Gulf and Mesopotamia earlier 

than most. While not perturbed by the concession granted in 1889 to the German-backed 

Anatolian Railway Company for the construction of a railway from Constantinople into 

the Anatolian hinterland,
69

 he noted that Germany is the Power that is now pushing her 

a  i to the Gulf … she is aki g a dete i ed id to get hold of the Bussorah [sic] 

t ade . Given the possible threat this posed to British trade, Curzon also alluded to the 

a io  that o e ial i te ests a e the fa ilia  p e u so  to politi al lai s. 70
  An 

editorial in the Times of India atta ked the poli  of laissez faire, so long followed by the 

British Government in these regions.   Fu the o e, the ite  a ed,  
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unless the government takes prompt steps to strengthen its position, and, above 

all, make up its mind to pursue a definite policy, we shall soon see ourselves 

shouldered out by more capable Powers.
71

 

 

In response to reports that German surveyors had been sighted in Kuwait in 1900, 

seeking a possible site for a railway terminus, the Foreign and India Offices advised the 

government to take action. Unwilling to risk an entanglement with the Ottoman 

authorities, however, Salisbury ad ised a poli  of at h a d ait .72
 But when the 

formal conventions between the Anatolian Railway Company and the Porte were drawn 

up in 1902, it was revealed that the railway was to be extended from Konia to Baghdad, 

and ultimately to the Persian Gulf, leaving the British to contemplate a terminus at either 

Basra or Kuwait.
 73

  The te s of Cu zo s ag ee e t ith “heikh Mu a ak should ha e 

been enough to allay British fears regarding Kuwait. However, the local authorities were 

unwilling to leave British primacy in the Gulf to chance. This was in stark contrast to the 

hesitancy of ministers and bureaucrats in London.  

 

The Foreign Secretary, Lord La sdo e s, de la atio  of poli  in 1903, in 

response to a question in the House of Lords, would not have completely eased the fears 

expressed in the Times of India some years previously.   Often cited as declaring the 

Pe sia  Gulf a B itish lake, La sdo e s de la atio  as ha dl  that. ‘athe , he was less 

suspicious of the link between commercial and political interests, stating that the British 

should ot atte pt to e lude the legiti ate  t ade of othe  Po e s. In fact, he only 

drew the line at the competitive militarisation of the Gulf, declaring that  
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We should regard the establishment of a naval base, or of a fortified port, in 

the Persian Gulf by any other Power as a very grave menace to British interests, 

and we should certainly resist it with all the means at our disposal. I say that in no 

minatory spirit, because, so far as I am aware, no proposals are on foot for the 

establishment of a foreign naval base in the Persian Gulf.
74

 

 

Thereafter, in order to impress the benefits of British predominance upon the ruling 

sheikhs in the Persian Gulf, the Viceroy of India, Lord Curzon, undertook a three-week 

tour of the Gulf in November 1903.
 75

   Significantly, Arnold Kaminsky argued that the 

tension between the Foreign, India, and War Offices on the question of securing the 

Persian Gulf  ea hed its ze ith  at the ti e of Cu zo s te u e as Vi e o .76
 As the 

following chapters demonstrate, however, the inter-departmental tensions increased 

thereafter. 

 

Stuart Cohen considered the Baghdad ‘ail a  a st ategi  ed he i g ; the th eat 

it posed to British interests in Mesopotamia, he argued, as o e appa e t tha  eal . 77
  

However, the prospect of a German-owned railway in Mesopotamia certainly alarmed 

officials in India and Whitehall. According to Lord Minto, (Viceroy of India 1905-1910) a 

German railway terminating at Basra would damage British prestige, dilute the hitherto 

commercial predominance enjoyed by Britons in lower Mesopotamia, and challenge 

British predominance in the Persian Gulf.
 78

  Sir Percy Cox, the Political Resident in the 

Persian Gulf concurred, proposing that the line from Baghdad to Basra should not be 
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allowed to fall into German hands.
79

 Furthermore, he found the idea of the railway 

terminating in Kuwait equally disturbing.
 80

  

 

In March 1907, the Foreign Office Baghdad Railway Committee went further, 

recommending that the British government should attempt to gain control of the Mosul 

to Basra section of the line.
 81

 On the other hand, Colonel Surtees, the Military Attaché at 

the British Embassy in Constantinople, advocated the occupation of Bubiyan and Warba 

islands at the head of the Gulf. The presence of British troops, he figured, would have the 

advantage of not only preventing the establishment of a terminus at the head of the Gulf 

north of Kuwait without the consent of the British government, but it would also block 

the activities of the Ottoman forces manning the fort at Fao.
 82

 However, suspicious of 

Mu a ak s legal lai  to the isla ds, the India Office showed a reluctance to support 

Mubarak on that issue, while the Foreign Office hesitated to support the proposal to 

occupy the islands for fear of alienating the Ottomans.
 83

  Ultimately, another scheme 

proposed by Cox in 1905, was implemented in August 1907, when the Government of 
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India leased an area on the Kuwait foreshore for no other reason than to prevent the 

construction of a terminus there by the Baghdad Railway Company.
84 

 

 

The 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention, the consolidation of informal imperial 

spheres of influence, recognised a Russian sphere in northern Persia, a small British 

sphere in southern Persia with a neutral zone separating the two, together with Russian 

recognition of British predominance in Afghanistan. Anderson argued that this seemed to 

eliminate the perceived Russian threat to the Persian Gulf.
85

 As Jennifer Siegel argued, 

however, the Convention did not prevent Russian penetration into the neutral zone, 

leaving Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf vulnerable to Russian expansion.
86

  At the 

same time, Cu zo s warnings regarding the implications for British trade of the 

expansion of German competition in the Persian Gulf were heeded.  

 

As previously mentioned, in 1907, George Lloyd was despatched by the Board of 

Trade to survey the region with a view to the expansion of British commerce. His report, 

written following a six month tour from Mosul to Basra, was the first and most 

comprehensive undertaken to date.
87

 Lloyd wrote of the potential utopia in 

Mesopotamia, awaiting development by means of British technology and expertise. 

Alluding to the danger posed by German commercial competition in the Gulf, he criticised 
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the general lack of interest in the development of the interior, especially Baghdad, which 

he argued 

to the average British merchant and manufacturer conveys little except a lingering 

remembrance of Arabian Night fable; or at most, the feeling that it is a spot buried 

in the interior of an unknown East, uncivilised and undeveloped.
 88

 

 

Significantly, he charged that Mosul, while hitherto neglected, was of e  spe ial 

i po ta e , ot e ause of the suspected oil deposits, which were mentioned only 

briefly in his epo t, ut e ause it ep ese ted the t ade outpost that is to a k off 

British-I dia  o e ial i te ests f o  Tu kish o e ial i te ests. 89
   

 

While Lloyd and the railway promoters before him exaggerated the agricultural 

potential of Mesopotamia, not all were convinced. Alwyn Parker of the Foreign Office, 

involved in discussions regarding the Baghdad Railway at the time, painted a much 

gloomier picture. When considering the value of a railway to the development of the 

regions through which it was to pass, he stated that 

If the fi st t o se tio s of the Baghdad ‘ail a  e o d Ko ia a  … e e pe ted 
to earn a fair revenue, the same can certainly not be predicated of the further 

sections, and especially not of those which cross the arid wastes of the Upper 

Euph ates a d Tig is asi  … E e  i  hat e e of old the ost fe tile t a ts of 
Mesopotamia, extensive and costly works of both irrigation and drainage will be 

required in addition to the railway, if anything like its ancient prosperity is to be 

restored.
90

 

 

Pa ke s thoughts elated to the misguided materialist justifications for imperial 

expansion based on Orientalist assumptions of an agricultural El Dorado in Mesopotamia, 
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which in many cases accompanied strategic, commercial and political considerations.
91

 Sir 

William Willcocks provided a good example. Previously employed on irrigation works in 

Egypt and India, he arrived in Mesopotamia in 1902, in order to study the feasibility of an 

irrigation scheme to harness the waters of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Through the 

offices of the British Ambassador in Constantinople, in 1908 Willcocks was engaged by the 

Porte to undertake a survey and prepare plans for the vast project he had envisaged. In 

Orientalist terms, Willcocks informed an audience at the Royal Geographical Society in 

London in 1910: I sta ted ith the Ga de  of Ede . 92
  His discourse, liberally sprinkled 

with passages from the Old Testament, included a complex description of the plans and 

the work required to restore Mesopotamia to what he and others believed had been its 

glo ious past .
93

  

 

 

Together with Will o ks  irrigation works, which were halted by the outbreak of 

hostilities in 1914, British commercial interests in southern Mesopotamia increased 

during the early years of the twentieth century. In 1906, 96 per cent of the shipping at the 

port of Basra was British; 60 per cent of the imports originated from Britain, India or other 

British colonies; 11,535 pilgrims from India passed through Mesopotamia in 1905 in order 

to isit “hi a sh i es i  the hol  ities of Najaf a d Ka ala o  o  pilg i ages to Me a. 
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Approximately twenty-five per cent of the river transport between Basra and Baghdad 

as a ied  the L h B othe s  Tig is a d Euph ates “tea  Na igatio  Co pa .94
   In 

the years between 1903 and 1914, the British com u it  at Bas a t e led , and there 

were substantial Indian communities in most of the larger towns of central and southern 

Mesopotamia.
95

 Despite this, H.G. Chick, the commercial adviser to the British Residency 

at Bushire was stridently critical of the go e e t s poli , stati g his concern that 

 [ ]epo ts ha e ee  o sta tl  se t i  to His Majest s Go e e t, poi ti g out 

 the p og ess ade  Ge a  i te ests … et His Majest s Go e e t, though 

 app ehe si e, ha e so fa  offe ed o oppositio  … The ad a e of Ge a  

 commercial and political interests in the Gulf will not be met by a policy of drift 

and do nothing active , which has been the line up till now.
96

 

 

 

There was cause for concern regarding the infiltration of German commerce and 

culture in Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf in the first decade of the twentieth century. 

In 1897, there was one German merchant, Robert Wonkhaus, trading in the Persian Gulf. 

By 1910, he had expanded his operations to other centres, including Basra, and had been 

appoi ted ho o a  o sul  i  Basra.
97

 However, his operation remained the only 

German company with interests in the region until the Hamburg-Amerika Line established 

a regular shipping service to the Persian Gulf in August 1906, for which Wonkhaus acted 

as agent.
98

  From 1903, pamphlets were being distributed in Germany, encouraging 

farmers to migrate to Mesopotamia to use their expertise to increase the agricultural 
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productivity of the country.
99

 In 1909, a German Propagandaschule was established in 

Baghdad, with the object of disseminating German language and culture to the local 

population,
100

 and by 1912, there were German Consulates at Mosul, Baghdad and Basra. 

 

Furthermore, it seems German business practices reflected badly on the methods 

of British traders. The Hamburg-Amerika service was more reliable than the British India 

Steam Navigation Company, running a regular schedule and calling at ports which the 

British bypassed.
101

  Moreover, what should have concerned the British authorities on the 

spot even more was the fact, noted by the British Vice-Consul at Ahwaz, that  

Ge a  fi s o side  thei  lie ts, thei  o e ie e a d thei  foi les.  … Thei  
ates a e fa ou a le a d lastl  … the  t eat thei  lie ts ith polite ess a d e e  

go out of their way to suit their convenience.
102

 

 

 

While British interests were concentrated primarily in the south, there was no 

unanimity among British authorities regarding which part of Mesopotamia would be of 

most value to the British Empire. In 1903, the War Office Intelligence Department 

commissioned Captain H. Smyth of the First Battalion, Cheshire Regiment, to undertake a 

reconnaissance of the country where it was proposed to construct a railway line running 

from Adana to the Persian Gulf.
103

  In his estimation, Basra was the primary centre for 
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British trade.
 104

   F.E. Crow, the British Consul at Basra, however, dismissed that town as 

e el  the o ea  po t of Baghdad  which he believed was the centre for trade extending 

to Mosul in the north, Aleppo to the west, and western Persia to the east.
 105

 In 1913, J.S. 

Lorimer, the acting British Resident at Baghdad, advocated extending the British sphere to 

include Mosul, since he perceived the control of water and irrigation systems to be the 

best means of securing British predominance.
106

  

 

War plans, 1912. 

The foregoing illustrates that as long as the policy of maintaining the Ottoman 

Empire remained in force, despite the views of the local officials, British interests were 

confined to the Gulf coast and the waterways of southern Mesopotamia, given that 

successive governments of both persuasions had vetoed plans to open up the interior 

th ough the o st u tio  of ail a s, the ost di e t oute to a i g out sphe es of 

influence within the Otto a  E pi e. 107
  But that was soon to change.  

 

Ha ki g a k to Lo d La sdo e s  de la atio  i  the House of Lo ds 

regarding the establishment of bases in the Persian Gulf by other Powers, it was not a 

rival European Power which disturbed the pax Britannica in the Gulf, but the Ottomans, 

when news was received at the British Embassy in Constantinople in December 1911, that 

the garrison at Fao Fort, and Ottoman military posts near Basra were being 
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strengthened.
108

  From London, the Liberal Foreign Secretary “i  Ed a d G e s response 

as p edi ta le: at h  a d epo t sig s of Otto a  t oop o e e ts.109
 At the same 

time, Lord Hardinge (Viceroy of India, 1910-1916) alerted Lord Crewe, the Secretary of 

State for India, to a despatch received from the Baghdad Resident, recounting instances 

of Ottoman hostility towards the British.  Hardinge informed Crewe that if outstanding 

issues, such as the status of Kuwait, and navigation rights on the rivers, were not settled 

with the Ottoman authorities, he considered that in order to restore British prestige, it 

may be necessary to vindicate our position vis-à- is Tu ke , i  the Pe sia  Gulf.  110
  

However, it is apparent that before notifying Crewe, Hardinge had already taken 

measures towards that goal.  

 

A o ittee o e ed i  Cal utta issued a epo t o  the da  the Vi e o s 

despat h as se t, e o e di g the te po a  o upatio  of Bas a a d the 

establishment of British authority over the Shatt-el-Arab for 30 miles north of the town, 

thereby depriving the Ottoman authorities of the revenue from the Basra trade. The 

kernel of the war plan executed in 1914 appeared in the statement that 

It is clear that the regularisation of our position in the Shatt-el-Arab would be one, 

and perhaps the most important, of our objectives in undertaking operations 

conceivably ending in war.
111
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Hardinge was not prepared to contemplate the occupation of Basra, given he 

considered the number of troops recommended by the committee would be insufficient 

to hold the town. Nonetheless, he conceded that in the event of widespread hostilities 

with the Ottoman Empire, it might be considered u de  e tai  i u sta es , if only to 

create a diversion.
 112

 Sir Beauchamp Duff, Military Secretary at the India Office, shared 

Ha di ge s o e s ega di g the t oop strength required to hold Basra.  His principal 

concern, however, related to the possible reaction from Muslims in India, Afghanistan 

and the Ottoman Empire, to what would have been perceived as an attack on the 

Caliphate.
113

  As before, Grey advised the British Ambassador in Constantinople to at h  

and report any signs of Ottoman troop movements.
114

 The primacy of naval 

considerations became evident when in January 1912 Hardinge assured Crewe that given 

the ability of the British Navy to block the entrance to the Persian Gulf, the occupation of 

Basra would be unnecessary.
115

 

 

By March, while the India Office may have believed that the situation in the 

Persian Gulf had improved, rendering the recommendations of the Calcutta committee 
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unnecessary,
116

 Cox was not content to let the matter rest. As Hardinge informed Crewe, 

when the British Consul at Basra informed Cox de i-offi iall  of G e s 

recommendation, in true Palmerstonian style, he urged Hardinge to request the 

Admiralty to send a gun- oat, to pa  a f ie dl  isit  to the Gulf to epo t o  the u e t 

military strength of the Ottoman Army.
117

 However, the Foreign Office, the India Office, 

and the Admiralty, fo  o e i  a o d, eje ted Co s p oposal.118
  However, with 

reference to Ha di ge s comment regarding e tai  circumstances , between 1909 and 

August 1914, there had been significant changes, further drawing British interests into 

Mesopotamia. 

 

The Anglo-Persian Oil Company was formed in 1909 to work a concession granted 

by the Ottoman Sultan in 1901 to search for oil in Persia,
119

  On 16 July, 1909, the 

Company leased Abadan Island, in the Shatt al-Arab, from Sheikh Khazal of 

Mohammerah.
120

 Construction of the oil refinery began in 1910.
121

 A long-standing 

territorial dispute over the border between the Ottoman Empire and Persia was settled 

by a Frontier Commission established in 1913, which secured an undertaking that British-

held oil rights would be preserved in any Persian territory transferred to the Ottoman 
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Empire. Two parcels of territory were awarded to the Ottoman Empire, both of which 

were included in the 1901 concession.
122

   

 

 The bipolar British imperial infrastructure was evident when in June 1914 the 

British government signed an agreement with the Anglo-Persian Oil Company to purchase 

a majority shareholding in the company.
123

 This inspired an angry response from Sir 

Arthur Hirtzel, head of the Political and Secret Department of the India Office, who stated 

indignantly that the India Office had not been consulted before the transaction occurred. 

Nor, he insisted, was his Office informed that this would place f esh espo si ilities on 

the Government of India for the protection of the Co pa s oilfields. 124
 Hi tzel s a ge  

was understandable, given that the oil-fields a d efi e  e e ithi  I dia s sphe e of 

influence, and if the need arose, Indian troops would be called upon to defend them, a 

point which Sir Thomas Holderness, the Permanent Under-Secretary also recognised. 

While doubting the sincerity of statements made by Grey and Winston Churchill (First 

Lord of the Admiralty) in the House of Commons dismissing the significance of the oil 

works at Abadan, Holderness noted with some reluctance, that in the event of war with 
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the Ottoman Empire, India would be pressed to send troops, however difficult it might 

e to spa e the . 125
   

  

The Anglo-Ottoman Agreement of July 1913, together with the Anglo-German 

Convention on the Baghdad Railway, initialled on 15 June, 1914, came close to clearing up 

the outstanding issues which had prompted the war plans in 1912. B itai s spe ial  

position in the Persian Gulf was recognised, as was the validity of the 1899 agreement 

with Sheikh Mubarak of Kuwait. It was agreed that the Baghdad Railway would terminate 

at Basra, and a new river-boat company would be formed, merging the L h othe s  

Tig is a d Euph ates Na igatio  Co pa  ith Lo d I h ape s British India Steam 

Navigation Company and the existing Ottoman service. Lord Inchcape was to be 

appointed as the head of the company, which was to hold a monopoly on river transport, 

and responsibility for conservancy of the rivers for the duration of the construction of the 

Baghdad Railway.
 126

 

 

However, the rapid march of events in August ensured that those agreements 

were not ratified. The Porte formalised an alliance with Germany on 2 August 1914, and 

two days later, Britain declared war on Germany.
127

 The polycratic imperial state showed 

its divergent interests when Lord Crewe again expressed reluctance to involve India in a 

war with the Ottoman Empire, stating  
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I a  e  st o gl  of opi io  … that to keep ourselves right with Indian Moslem 

opinion, we must carefully abstain from picking a quarrel with Turkey, even under 

provocation.
128

  

 

However, Ottoman hostility towards British enterprises and personnel in Baghdad, 

following the outbreak of war with Germany, together with reports of anti-British  

sentiment in Basra,
129

 breathed new life into the war plans developed in 1912. 

 

Conclusion: 

In diplomatic, strategic and commercial terms, the view from India and its representatives 

in the region did not always accord with the view of the government in London, which 

was itself by no means united on every issue. The only certainty, if certainty can be 

applied to the disparate views of the politicians, residents and consuls responsible for the 

jurisdiction of British interests in the region, was that in the event of war with the 

Ottoman Empire, despite the apparent reluctance of officials at the India Office, British 

troops would be required to protect British interests in the Persian Gulf. So entrenched 

was this understanding by 1914, the war plan was implemented without a formal 

declaration of war. 

                                                           
128

 University Library, Cambridge, Crewe Papers C/12: Crewe to Curzon, 19 August, 1914.   
129

 FO371/2141/53604: Captain H.T. Fitzgerald, R.N. demi-official letter to India Office, 3 September, 1914. 



58 

 

Chapter Two 

 

Mesopotamia, 1914-1918: continuity and change. 

 

 

The war plans of the 1912 committee were put into effect in late 1914, prior to the 

declaration of war on the Ottoman Empire. The occupation of Basra, and the new dynamic 

created by the establishment of a second locus of British power in the Middle East pivoted 

on India, resulted in a complex web of overlapping jurisdictions, divided between the 

governments in London and India, and tensions and jealousies between British officials in 

Egypt and Mesopotamia. The decision to exploit the resources of the country for military 

self-sufficiency and for ensuring post-war commercial predominance showed some 

elements of continuity with nineteenth century colonial development in India and Egypt. Yet 

at the same time, following the entry of the United States into the war, a new doctrine of 

self-determination for subject peoples was developing. The object of this chapter then, is to 

assess the impact of these competing trends on British imperial policy for Mesopotamia. 

 

Prelude to War: 

Busch argued that the independent stance of India in the Persian Gulf region was the 

reason for the incoherence of British Middle Eastern policy at the end of the war; that the 

Government of India and officials in Mesopotamia operated without consideration of wider 

imperial war aims.
1
 Yet in August 1914, Lord Charles Hardinge, the Viceroy of India, shared 

the reluctance of India Office officials to provide Indian troops for the defence of the Anglo-

Pe sia  Oil Co pa s refinery at Abadan, informing the Secretary of State for India that he 

did not believe an attack on Abadan was likely. In any case, he doubted if the value of the 
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refinery outweighed the risk of precipitating hostilities with the Ottoman Empire by the 

presence of British troops in the Shatt-el-Arab. However, he deferred to the decisions of the 

Cabinet in London.
2
 But with no decision forthcoming, a d dis ou ti g the Vi e o s fea s, 

the Admiralty recommended that a force should be assembled at Karachi, to move into the 

Persian Gulf at the shortest possible notice in case of an attack on Abadan.
3
 Revealing his 

imperial ambitions, Sir Arthur Hirtzel, head of the India Office Political and Secret 

Department, warned that if the Ottomans were to retain possession of territory that had  

always been regarded as strategically and politically of the utmost importance to 

India, we shall not be in a strong position to turn the situation to our advantage when 

the final settlement comes.
4
 

 

Accordingly, General E.G. Barrow, Secretary of the India Office Military Department, devised 

a plan in which the defence of Abadan would serve as a vehicle for setting the Government 

of I dia s  a  pla s i to a tio .5
 At the same time, Sir Percy Cox, head of the Foreign 

Department of the Government of India, revealed his intention to recruit local sheikhs, 

nurtured by him during his term as Persian Gulf Resident, to take an active part in the 

defence of British interests at the head of the Gulf if hostilities commenced. Cox believed 

that Sheikh Mubarak, the ruler of Kuwait and Sheikh Khazal of Mohammerah, together with 

ota les i  Bas a, a d possi l  i  “aud, if gi e  e tai  assu a es , ould e illi g to 

assist in the British occupation of Basra.
6
  Hardinge seemed to have overcome his earlier 
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elu ta e, si e he suppo ted Co s p oposal a d o eo e , i fo ed the “e eta  of 

State for India that he proposed to send Cox to the Gulf if an expedition proceeded, given 

his previous experience as Gulf Resident from 1904 to 1913. There was a degree of 

ambiguity in the Cabinet decision relayed to Hardinge in early October. He was informed 

that Cabinet had decided to take military action to protect the oil tanks on Abadan, and 

other British interests in Persia. But as regards an attack on Ottoman territory, the 

Commanding Officer was allowed discretion to make that decision in case of absolute 

ilita  e essit .7   

 

Six days later, one month before the British government declared war on the 

Ottoman Empire, the Chief of the General Staff of the Indian Army, Sir Beauchamp Duff, 

issued instructions to the Commanding Officer of the force heading for the Gulf, henceforth 

to be known as Indian Expeditionary Force D , to take ilitary and political a tio  as ou 

think feasible to strengthen your position, and if possible, occupy Basra .
8
  Had it not been 

for poor weather conditions in the Gulf, that objective would probably have been achieved 

prior to the declaration of war with the Ottoman Empire on 5 November, 1914. As events 

transpired, the force, which had been encamped on Bahrain since the 23 October, moved 

into the Shatt-el-Arab on the day war was declared. The Ottoman fort at Fao was overrun, 

Abadan secured, and on 16 November, the force was making its way towards Basra before 
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Hardinge was notified that Cabinet had given approval for the capture of the city.
 9

  Indian 

E peditio a  Fo e D  a hed i to Bas a o   No e e , a d o  the follo i g da  the 

familiar colonial flag-raising ceremony was held before an assembly of local notables, who 

were given a pledge that the Turks  would never return.
10

 For India, this represented an 

opportunity too good to miss to secure British interests built up over the past century in the 

Persian Gulf and its environs. 

 

War, 1914 – 1918: Mesopotamia under British Administration. 

In describing the logic of political control in India, Phillip Ireland noted that the 

maintenance of political authority over occupied territory 

[b]ecomes its hief o je ti e … It ight claim that only thus can it facilitate economic 

de elop e t … a d i ease the p estige a d po e  hi h a e asso iated ith the 
command of such territory. The political authority is therefore constantly engaged in 

efforts to consolidate its control over territory won, and to extend, wherever 

possible, by conquest or peaceful penetration, its dominion.
11

 

 

Ce tai l , the patte  of ilita  o uest, pa ifi atio  a d the i t odu tio  of i il 

a hi e 12
 in Mesopotamia following the occupation of Basra has parallels with British 

imperialism in India. 

 

Co s fi st a t as Chief Politi al Offi e  of I dia  E peditio a  Fo e D  as to 

request permission from the Viceroy to announce the permanent occupation of Basra.
13

 

Ha di ge ag eed to Co s e uest, si e he believed it ould fa ilitate ad i ist atio  of the 

                                                           
9
 Cu zo  Pape s, F / , f. : P e ise of Co espo de e ega di g the Mesopota ia  E peditio  – Its 

Ge esis a d De elop e t , p epa ed i  the Milita  Depa t e t of the I dia Offi e,  Fe ua , : 
Secretary of State for India to the Viceroy, 16 November, 1916. 
10

 Cu zo  Pape s, F / , f. : Pape s elati g to the Ope atio s i  Mesopota ia , Ge e al Ba ett, 
Ge e al Offi e  Co a di g, I dia  E peditio a  Fo e D , to the “e eta  of “tate fo  I dia,  No e e , 
1914. 
11

 P.W. Ireland, Iraq, 35. 
12

 K. C. Ul i hse , The B itish O upatio  of Mesopota ia, - , Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 30, 

no. 2, (2007), 360. 
13

 L/P&S/10/513, P.4097/14, register no. 4726: Sir P. Cox, Basra, to the Viceroy, 27 November, 1914. 



62 

 

a ea, settle o e a d fo  all the uestio  of Gulf sup e a  … a d e d the issue of the 

Baghdad ‘ail a  te i us .
14

 The Foreign Office objected, however, stating that a 

declaration of annexation, while likely to arouse French and Russian suspicions, was also 

contrary to the Hague Regulations of 1907, which stipulated that the occupation of enemy 

territory was provisional only, pending a peace settlement.
15

 In private correspondence with 

Hardinge, Sir Arthur Nicolson, Permanent Under-Secretary of State at the Foreign Office, 

agreed that Basra should be retained after the war, however, he warned that British 

intentions in that regard must remain secret.
16

 While Lord Crewe, the Secretary of State for 

I dia, did ot e do se Co s e uest, he o side ed that i  ie  of politi al a d o e ial 

considerations relating to the port of Basra, the British authorities should establish a 

o ki g ad i ist atio  ithout delay.
17

 Hirtzel noted that the Foreign Office would not 

wish to be consulted on administrative arrangements in Mesopotamia, unless international 

questions were raised.
18

 

 

V.H. Rothwell asserted that the Government of India, the India Office and the men on 

the spot p efe ed to t eat the o upied te ito  i  isolatio , al ost f o  the sta t as 

though the est of the A a  o ld did ot e ist .19
 Prior to the commencement of the 

Dardanelles campaign in early 1915, arguably Mesopotamia was isolated both 

geographically and in terms of British military operations. Furthermore, with no specific 
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instructions from London or Simla, the men on the spot made the immediate decisions 

regarding the establishment of the administrative machinery.
20

 This was no departure from 

British imperial practice, given that traditionally, one of the leading characteristics of the 

British Empire was its decentralised nature, whereby power and authority rested with the 

imperial proconsuls on the spot.
21

 By the same token, the programme of collaboration with 

Hussein ibn Ali, the Sharif of Mecca, pursued by British officials in Cairo was, for the most 

part, conducted without adequate supervision by the Foreign Office.
22

   

 

Distance also proved a barrier to close supervision of the activities of the officials on 

the spot.
23

 But given that the majority of the political officers were plucked from the Indian 

Civil Service or the Indian Army, it was inevitable that the administrative system with which 

they were familiar would be replicated in Mesopotamia. Referring to the fact that 

Mesopotamia was viewed as a suitable location for the establishment of an Indian colony to 

relieve overpopulation in the Punjab and Scinde,
24

 Satia argued that authorities did not 

imagine Mesopotamia as a place apart.
 25

  Rather, it was a place largely unknown beyond 

the immediate environs of Basra and Baghdad. The lack of interest in the interior was 

soundly criticised by one of their own, who reported in 1915 that 
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The Iraqis have had very little connection with us, and dwell too far away ever to 

have come under the influence of our Persian Gulf officials. The Resident at Baghdad 

has in all probability had little opportunity of cultivating their friendship or of making 

his i flue e felt a o gst the  … Thei  ou t y nowhere touches upon Persian Gulf 

administrative limits, and I learn that no decided efforts have ever been made by His 

Majest s Co suls at Bas ah [sic] to establish friendly relations with them.
26

 

 

 

 

The precise form of the administrative system established in Basra needs little 

reiteration here.
27

 A British military governor was appointed on arrival, and within a week, a 

police force was established, and Co s plan for the take-over of the former Ottoman 

administrative departments was approved by the Viceroy.
28

 In early 1915, the Iraq Occupied 

Territories Code of law was instituted, based on the Indian model, and as further territory 

came under British occupation, under the Tribal Criminal and Civil Disputes Regulations, 

based on the Indian Frontier Crimes Regulations, the Political Officers were accorded full 

magisterial powers.
29

 As noted by several scholars, the system of civil administration 

established by Anglo-Indian officials in Basra, also assessed as Anglo-Indian sub-imperialism, 

was a foreign and inflexible system of control.
30

 As a result, local collaborators were 

carefully selected, and any sign of an organised Arab nationalist movement were actively 

suppressed, and potential political troublemakers were discreetly removed.
31
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An Arab Revolt in Mesopotamia? 

Pre- a  A a  atio alis  i  Mesopota ia as i spi ed  the Young Turk revolution in 

1908. The Baghdad-based Arab Patriotic Society was established in 1912, and a second 

group was formed in Basra by Sayid Talib, the son of a prominent family.
32

 Yapp asserted 

that their aspirations were limited to demands for more Arab participation in the 

administration of the region, and the replacement of Turkish with Arabic in official usage.
33

  

During pre-war discussions in Cairo regarding British support for an Arab revolt against their 

Ottoman suzerains, Gertrude Bell hinted that i  the e e t of a , the A a  U io ists  i  

Mesopotamia might rise in revolt against the Ottomans, and if so, she believed  they would 

not be too difficult to dire t .34
 Yet Abdul Aziz al Masri, a former Mesopotamian officer in 

the Ottoman Army, was rebuffed when he approached British officials in Cairo seeking 

British support for an Arab revolt in Mesopotamia prior to the outbreak of hostilities. After 

Britain declared war on Germany, al Masri made a second attempt, but was again rebuffed, 

since by then, Cairo officials had staked their fortunes on Sharif Hussein.
35

  

 

For their part, authorities in Basra and India did not share the same opinion 

regarding an Arab revolt in Mesopotamia. A.H. Grant, the Secretary of the Foreign 

Department of the Government of India feared that if a revolt was successful, the British 
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authorities would not be able to contain it.
36

 Characterised by the Government of India as 

a  u p a ti al isio a ,
37

 Nuri es Said, a Mesopotamian officer in the Ottoman Army, was 

interviewed by Cox in early December 1914. His proposal for an Arab revolt
38

 was rejected 

by Cox, however, given that it ran counter to his desire for the permanent occupation of 

Basra.
39

 As an alternative, when the civil administration was established in newly occupied 

territory beyond Basra, the leading sheikhs of the districts were co-opted by the British 

authorities, paid subsidies for their loyalty, and charged with the task of keeping the peace. 

Those who chose not to co-operate were also transported to India.
40

 Nomadic tribes were 

assigned areas of pastoral land, given food and paid subsidies. The settled tribes were more 

difficult to control, and it was not until early 1918 that the entire Vilayet of Basra was 

brought under direct British administration. The tribal units, as perceived by the British 

authorities, were consolidated under a single sheikh, and land was redistributed as claims to 

ownership were settled by the divisional Political Officers.
41

 These arrangements tend to 

suppo t Da id Ca adi e s a gu e t that the B itish isualised thei  e pi e i  te s of the 

hierarchical social structures with which they were familiar.
 42

 In the main, status was all-

important; for example, just as the important land-owning sheikhs were co-opted, in cases 

where hierarchical structures did not exist they were artificially created. 
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Following a visit to Basra in early 1915, Hardinge wrote to his friend, Sir Arthur 

Nicolson, Permanent Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, that Bas a, the ke  of the 

Gulf  ould e e  e given up.
43

 Subsequently, he sketched a tentative plan for the future 

administration of Mesopotamia. Given the importance of a regular water supply, he 

believed the development of Basra depended on the exercise of either direct or indirect 

British control over the Baghdad Vilayet as well.  Something along the lines of an Indian 

princely state would serve his purpose, but he believed it would be impossible to co-opt a 

ruler, given the tribes were divided into s all a d a e i g fa tio s .44
 He also shared 

Will o ks  utopia  i agi i gs,  recommending opening up the area to Indian migrants, in 

order to provide the labour necessary for the completion of his irrigation scheme, in order 

to ope  up a ista of e dless p ospe it  a d ealth i  the ot too dista t futu e .  45
 Adding 

to Ha di ge s thoughts, a lo al B itish e ha t used that i  o de  to gua a tee a 

constant supply of water Mosul Vilayet should also be brought under British control.
46

 

However, the extent of territory to be occupied was to be determined later. In the 

meantime, the India Office Political and Secret Department, bound by military exigencies, 

o ti ued to efe  to the ad i ist atio  as te po a  a d p o isio al . As a esult, the  

attempted to apply the brakes on public works such as irrigation, given that Lord Crewe 

believed development should be deferred until the political and military situation, and the 

future sovereignty of the territory had been settled.
47
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London: muddling through. 

 The period between 1915 and 1917 was characterised by intermittent interest from 

London, where political considerations were affected by war aims for the Middle East, but 

military operations and the control of the civil administration remained under the direction 

of the Government of India and the India Office.
48

 Fundamentally, the development of 

policy demonstrated an underlying sense of indecision and confusion regarding the British 

go e e t s a  ai s i  the Middle East, despite Ha di ge s p o ou e e t ega di g 

Baghdad. 

 

In early 1915, in response to the post-war claims to Ottoman territory of the Russian 

and French governments, both the Foreign Secretary, Sir Edward Grey, and the Prime 

Minister, H.H. Asquith, were unable to make a decision on the corresponding requirements 

of the British government.
49

 Accordingly, Asquith appointed an inter-departmental 

committee to discuss the question.
50

 Predicated on victory over the Ottomans, and giving 

consideration to the negotiations with Sharif Hussein then in progress, the Committee 

concluded that the Porte should be requested to formally recognise the British position in 

the Persian Gulf, and interests already acquired in Mesopotamia; in other words, a 

reaffirmation of the rights acquired in the unratified Anglo-Ottoman Agreement of 1913.
51

 

Four alternatives were considered by the committee: the partition of Asian provinces of the 
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Ottoman Empire; the establishment of spheres of interest; or the maintenance of the status 

quo - support for a reformed, decentralised Ottoman Empire. 

 

 The e o ds of the Co ittee s dis ussio s e eal o side a le te sio  et ee  

adhering to traditional policy or embarking on new imperial ventures in Mesopotamia, as 

well as differences of opinion on the extent of territory to be occupied. Discussion on the 

partition scheme revealed the different strategic and economic priorities of the 

departments represented on the committee, chiefly concerning the Vilayet of Mosul. The 

majority agreed that from a military, strategic, and economic perspective, holding the Basra 

and Baghdad Vilayets would be insufficient. The War Office representative, fearing a future 

war with Russia, pointed out that the optimal defensive position lay in the hills north of 

Mosul. From an economic and developmental point of view, Sir Maurice Hankey, secretary 

of the Committee of Imperial Defence, stressed the importance of Mosul for the supply of 

water for irrigation projects further south, while Vice-Admiral Sir E.J. Slade, a director of the 

Anglo-Persian Oil Company, referred to the enormous potential of the suspected oil 

deposits in Mosul.
52

 However, Sir Thomas Holderness informed the Committee that both 

Crewe and Hardinge opposed the i lusio  of the e ti e  Vila et of Mosul in the British 

sphere.
53

 Given the territorial dimensions of Anglo-Russian agreement of 1907, Fisher 

argues persuasively that Crewe and Hardinge sought to leave the northern portion of the 

Vilayet as a buffer zone between the British and Russian spheres of influence.
54
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Ultimately, the Committee rejected the partition scheme, opting instead to adhere 

to the traditional nineteenth century policy of maintaining a reformed, decentralised 

Ottoman Empire.
55

 The Co ittee s de isio  as o se ati e a d u ealisti , gi e  the 

French and Russian claims, and furthermore, by the time the report was submitted to 

Cabinet on 30 June, the majority of the Basra Vilayet was under British military occupation, 

with Baghdad beckoning. E hoi g Ha di ge s thoughts, Hi tzel ote that the a e atio  of 

Bas a a d the esta lish e t of a p ote to ate o e  Uppe  Mesopota ia  ould satisf  

I dia s ai s.56
  

 

The recommendation of the de Bunsen Committee were not adopted as government 

policy. Moreover, following the failure of the Dardanelles campaign, the focus of the 

government shifted to the military campaigns in France, and so a comprehensive policy for 

the Middle East was temporarily shelved, leaving the departments of state with interests in 

the region to carry on in the divided political space between Cairo and Basra for the 

duration of the war.
57

 

 

Later in the year, discussions in the Dardanelles Committee
58

 further reflected the 

increasingly polycratic approach to decisions on Mesopotamia, primarily relating to the 
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sanctioning of a military advance to Baghdad. Discussions in mid-October centred on the 

availability of troops, given the ongoing campaign at Gallipoli, concerns regarding the 

German advance into the Caucasus, and the grave situation in the Balkans following the 

defection of Bulgaria to the Central Powers.
59

 

 

 At the same time, negotiations between the British authorities in Cairo and Sharif 

Hussein of Mecca had also reached a point which th eate ed to upset I dia s pla s fo  

Mesopotamia. By mid-October, the Sharif was believed to be wavering over whether to take 

his chances with the British or the Ottomans.
60

 On the 21
st

, Grey informed the Committee 

that he had authorised Sir Henry McMahon, the British High Commissioner in Cairo, to offer 

the Arabs an independent Arabia in the hope that they would finally break with the 

Ottomans. He believed that if the offer was made, Hussein would not hesitate to throw in 

his lot with the British. However, opinions were divided on the Arab State idea promoted by 

Cairo. Grey and Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War, were heartily in favour of the 

idea; Balfou  thought it as a ga le o th t i g , a d asked h  ot gi e Baghdad to 

the Arabs at once?  Lo d Cu zo , o  the othe  ha d, o je ted to the eatio  of a  A a  

State, stating that the Arabs had o apital a d o ohesio , therefore he declared, if there 

as to e a  A a  “tate, it ould ha e to e ad i iste ed u de  ou  tutelage .61
 Austen 
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Chamberlain, appointed Secretary of State for India on 25 May 1915, took no part in the 

discussion, stating only that the Government of India should be consulted before an offer 

was made to Hussein. However, when informed that McMahon had ceded a vast swathe of 

territory to Hussein, including Baghdad and Basra, as a reward for his collaboration, the 

Viceroy expostulated against the inclusion of Basra.  In a despatch to Chamberlain, he 

declared that 

[b]y surrendering Bussorah [sic] vilayet to Arab Govt. of any kind, we shall not only be 

preparing trouble for ourselves at the head and along southern littoral of the Gulf, 

but shall be giving up main fruits of hard won victories in Mesopotamia. This will not 

only be abandoning enormous potential sources of revenue, but will also be resented 

by Indian people, and the European commercial community who look to 

Mesopotamia as a field for commercial expansion and migration in return for the 

blood of their countrymen there shed.
62

  

 

The responses from the India Office and the authorities in Mesopotamia were a reflection of 

two imperatives: hostility to anything resembling interference from Cairo, and the views of 

Mesopotamian officials regarding Arab nationalism, as two responses from the 

Co a di g Offi e  of IEF D  illust ate. ‘ei fo i g Co s ea lie  ie s, Ni o  fi ed off a 

furious despatch, observing that it would be 

highly unnecessary and inexpedient to put into the heads of backward people of the 

country what seems to us the visionary and premature notions of the creation of an 

A a ia  state … [it] ill o l  te d to ake e dless diffi ulties he e fo  G eat B itai , 
and serve no present purpose but to stimulate a small section of ambitious men to 

turn their activities to a direction from which, for many years to come, it is highly 

desirable to keep them.
63
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Five days later, Nixon insisted that both he and his Chief Political Officer should be informed 

before any decisions were made on issues affecting Mesopotamia.
64

 The response from the 

India Office reflected the real significance of the situation brought about by McMahon as 

the  sa  it. I  a e uke to the Fo eig  Offi e, Holde ess ha a te ised M Maho s pledges 

as u fo tu ate  a d possi l  e a assi g if the Mesopota ia  a paig  as su essful.65
  

However, a little o e  a fo t ight late , the fo es of IEF D , ad a i g up the Tig is i e , 

were defeated by a superior Ottoman force at Ctesiphon, fifty miles south of Baghdad. 

Three days later, the British forces retreated down-river to Kut-el-Amara.
66

  

 

While this first attempt to reach Baghdad failed, the secret Sykes-Picot Agreement of 

May 1916 added a new incentive for the government to sanction a second attempt in order 

to exercise its provisions, gi e  M Maho s pledges to Hussei .67
 The Agreement between 

the French and British governments which bears the names of its negotiators, Sir Mark 

Sykes and French diplomat François Georges Picot, was designed to prevent Great Power 

competition in the Middle East.
68

  The Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire were 

partitioned into areas of direct and indirect British and French control, leaving the large 

expanses of desert in the hinterland of Arabia to the Arab State or Confederation of States. 

In the Basra and Baghdad Vilayets, the British government was free to o du t di e t o  

indirect administration or control as they desire and as they may think fit to arrange with 
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the A a  “tate o  o fede atio  of states .69
 Despite Ni o s e uest i  No e e , the 

authorities in Mesopotamia were not informed of the Agreement until the following year.
70

 

However, while the military advance was at a temporary standstill, the political officers 

were preoccupied with further unwelcome distractions emanating from Cairo. 

 

 

Distractions and Diversions, 1916. 

Attempted interventions by the political and intelligence authorities in Cairo were 

further distractions within the general confusion generated by the jurisdictional division of 

the Middle East between the governments in London and Simla, and the departments of 

state with responsibilities in the region, exacerbated by the number of military, political and 

intelligence officials with a voice in the direction of British affairs in the region.
71

 In addition, 

in February 1916, the War Office entered the crowded space, assuming responsibility for the 

direction of military operations in Mesopotamia.
72

 Mark Sykes, an early critic of this division 

of responsibilities, des i ed it as a s ste  hi h lu hed f o  isis to i e tia, a d f o  

coma to panic, watching assets f itte ed a a  a d oppo tu ities issed .73
 Given the 

polycratic o fusio , ho e e , the e as so e fou datio  fo  Mesopota ia  offi ials  

suspi io s o e i g Cai o s i te tio s. 

                                                           
69

 British Documents on Foreign Affairs, part II, series I, vol. 11, 26- : A a ge e ts of May 1916, commonly 

known as the Sykes-Pi ot Ag ee e t E glish Te t . 
70

 E. Monroe, Britai ’s Mo e t i  the Middle East, 36. 
71

 B.C. Busch, Britain, India, and the Arabs, 205, listed the number of personnel involved in 1916. In Egypt, the 

British High Commissioner; the Director of Military Intelligence, Colonel Gilbert Clayton; the General Officer 

Commanding of the Egyptian Army and the Governor-General of the Sudan, Sir Reginald Wingate. The 

Resident in Aden and the Bombay authorities to whom he was responsible; the Commander-in-Chief of the 

East Indies Station; Sir Percy Cox and the General Officer Commanding of the forces in Mesopotamia; the 

Viceroy, the Foreign Secretary, and the Secretary of State for India. 
72

 Curzon Papers, F112/163, f. 135:  W.C. 22, extracts from the minutes of the War Committee, 3 February, 

. Follo i g the t a sfe  f o  the Go e e t of I dia to the Wa  Offi e, I dia  E peditio a  Fo e D  
was renamed the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force. 
73

 L/P&S/10/705, register no. 4293: Sykes minute on Arabian Report no. XIV, 15 November, 1916. 



75 

 

  

In early 1916, Sykes and McMahon formulated a plan to liberate Arab and Kurdish 

officers of the Ottoman Army languishing in prisoner of war camps in India, to assist 

Mohammad al Faruqi, a Mesopotamian officer who had deserted from the Ottoman Army 

at Gallipoli, and al Masri, in making contact with Arab officers serving with the Ottoman 

Army in Mesopotamia. The object of the plan was apparently to convince the Arabs to 

dese t, a d fo  a  A a  o e e t i  Mesopota ia. But gi e  Co s a tipath , the p oje t 

was abandoned, to the disgust of officials at the Foreign Office.
74

 

 

The establishment of the Arab Bureau in Cairo in early 1916, under the direction of 

the Wa  Offi e I tellige e a h, the p odu t of o e of “ kes  a  atte pts to o-

ordinate Middle Eastern policy), again aroused the consternation of Indian authorities who 

suspected, wrongly as it turned out, that policy for Mesopotamia would now be dictated by 

the Bureau.
75

 As was often the case, Hirtzel reflected the problems associated with this 

growing pol atis , oti g that eithe  the Bu eau, o  Ge [e a]l Lake is to have an 

independent Arab policy, hi h oth of the  ould like to ha e .76
 Ho e e , Hi tzel s 

lament came a little too late. On 6 June, the Arab Bureau-sponsored Arab Revolt began in 

the Hejaz: an affair in the desert which would lead to innumerable complications in the 
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future.
77

  After failing to become head of the Arab Bureau, Sykes was appointed to the 

Co ittee of I pe ial Defe e, a d o ti ued his effo ts to u de i e I dia s i flue e i  

Arab affairs.
78

 His attempts underscored the fundamental division between authorities in 

Cairo and Baghdad, which Gertrude Bell
79

 was quick to realise. Shortly after her arrival in 

Cairo in January 1916, Bell noted the lack of co-operation between the two centres. In a 

lette  to he  fathe , she ote, Bas a thi k us fools … a d e e ip o ate … The  do t 

realise what Arabia looks like from the West a d I da esa  e do t ealise ho  it looks 

f o  the East .80
 In February Bell visited her friend Charles Hardinge in India and shortly 

thereafter, on his recommendation, she arrived in Basra as liaison officer for the Arab 

Bureau, ensconced in the office of the Chief Political Officer.
81

 But when Cox learned that 

Colonel Gilbert Clayton, the Director of Military Intelligence in Cairo, sought information 

regarding affairs in Mesopotamia privately, utilising Bell as an informant, Cox imposed his 

authority. He informed Bell that he must approve all correspondence relating to the political 

administration.
82

 

 

The final attempt by Cairo authorities to interfere in Mesopotamia directly occurred 

i  Ap il, he  t o of the A a  Bu eau s ightest sta s, T.E. La e e a d Au e  He e t, 

arrived in Basra with orders to attempt to bribe the Ottoman Commander to release the 

British troops held under siege at Kut. Cox, it seems, was furious and refused to have 
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anything to do with the operation.
83

 The Ottoman commander, however, demolished a 

central Orientalist assumption by refusing to accept the bribe. At the end of the month, 

General Charles Townsend, the Commanding Officer of the troops incarcerated at Kut 

surrendered, ending the 140-day siege.
84

 Ultimately, all attempts from Cairo to interfere in 

Mesopotamian affairs failed; however, suspicion and misunderstandings between the 

I dia  a d the Eg ptia  s hools li ge ed.85
 

 

General Sir Stanley Maude replaced Sir Percy Lake as Genera Officer Commanding of 

the Mesopotamian Expeditionary Force in August, and in December, the second phase of 

military operations began.
86

 In the interim, Bell precipitated a debate on the future political 

control of Mesopotamia, alerting the Foreign Office to the danger, as she saw it, of 

employing Indians in the civil administration.
87

 Apparently unaware of the system already in 

place, Holde ess ag eed, oti g that it ould e a p ofou d pit  if the highl  de eloped 

a d i t i ate s ste  o  p e aili g i  I dia e e to e t a spla ted to Mesopota ia .88
 The 

Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford,
89

 informed Chamberlain that while not wishing to take on more 

responsibilities should the military campaign succeed in reaching Baghdad, he felt that as 
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long as India was called upon to provide the men and material for the Mesopotamian 

campaign, the Government of India should continue to have a voice in political matters.  

As a solution, he proposed the establishment of a system of indirect control over the 

Baghdad Vilayet, the Government of India retaining responsibility for external relations.
90

  

Hirtzel, however, shared Holderness  o e s, noting that if the Government of India 

o ti ued to ad i iste  Mesopota ia, the I dia  pu li  ill e tai l  look upo  the 

ou t  as thei  p ese e . But he as aught i  a dile a, e ause if the Go e e t of 

India was relieved of control over Mesopotamia, he presumed that a e  Depe de , 

that is, a British-controlled Arab state, would be created, extending from the western 

borders of Egypt and the Sudan to the border between Mesopotamia and Persia.
91

 While 

this solution may have resolved the jurisdictional divisions, presumably it also implied that 

the Foreign Office would assume the responsibilities of the India Office in the region. 

Ho e e , Hi tzel s hief o e  as that, hate e  the system of administration 

established in Baghdad, it must be under British control. Furthermore, he opined that the 

Po e  hi h deta hes a ou t  ith the histo  a d pote tialities of Mesopota ia akes 

itself morally responsible to humanity and civilisation for their reclamation and 

de elop e t .92
 Chamberlain opposed the Vi e o s p oposal o  the g ou ds that if Basra 

was to be annexed and a protectorate established over Baghdad, it would prove too costly, 
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and for legal and constitutional reasons, impractical. He concluded that the aforementioned 

arguments poi t to the o plete deta h e t f o  I dia of the e  Depe de  hi h is 

to e a ed out of the Otto a  E pi e i  that egio .93
 

 

While Indian authorities were preoccupied with debates over the future role of the 

Government of India in Mesopotamia, a fundamental change in the structure of war-time 

governance occurred with the establishment of Lloyd George s Wa  Ca i et i  De e e  

1916. Considering the existing War Committee too large and inefficient,
94

 Lloyd George and 

the Conservatives Lord Curzon, Lord Robert Cecil, Austen Chamberlain, Walter Long and 

Andrew Bonar Law, devised a scheme for a stream-lined War Cabinet. Originally intended to 

consist of four permanent members, the Prime Minister and three ministers without 

po tfolios, the Wa  Ca i et as to eet dail  to deal ith the a . 95
 The Secretariat of the 

Committee of Imperial Defence under its chief, Sir Maurice Hankey, became the Cabinet 

Secretariat, responsible for record-keeping and facilitating communications between a 

proliferation of ad hoc and standing committees appointed to advise the Cabinet on various 

aspects of policy.
96

 As a result of that meeting, Conservatives such as Lord Curzon were 

etu ed to positio s of po e  at the e t e of go e e t, a d i  Cu zo s ase, at the 
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centre of policy-making for Mesopotamia, following the occupation of Baghdad in March 

1917. 

 

The Mesopotamian Administration Committee: 

On 16 March, five days after the occupation of Baghdad, Curzon was appointed to 

the chair of the inter-departmental Mesopotamian Administration Committee, with a remit 

to consider if the Government of India should continue to control political affairs in 

Mesopotamia, and to consider the possibility of recruiting political and administrative 

officials from elsewhere, rather than India.
97

 There is no doubt, as John Fisher asserted, that 

Cu zo s i ol e e t i  Mesopota ia  affai s as i te ded to a i ise B itai s p ese e 

in the country, given his role in Persian Gulf affairs in 1903 whilst Viceroy of India.
98

 At the 

same time, Curzon was probably selected because of his role in the establishment of the 

War Cabinet, together with his administrative abilities
99

, although notably Curzon was 

excluded from high office until 1919. 

 

The Mesopotamian Administration Committee met nine times between March and 

August 1917. However, the first meeting was the only one at which anything concrete was 

agreed in terms of future policy for Mesopotamia.
 100

  The Committee agreed on a number 

of recommendations, later approved by the War Cabinet, the chief of which was the 

transfer of administrative control from the Government of India to the government in 
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London. As Hardinge had predicted two years previously, the exercise of British rule over 

Baghdad would be indirect behind an Arab facade, while essentially a B itish P ote to ate i  

e e thi g ut a e , hile Basra would remain under permanent British control. While no 

decision was made regarding the formal annexation of Basra province, the Committee 

advised that the two Vilayets should be administered as separate entities. However, given 

that the de elop e t of the ou t s esou es as o side ed to e itally important, the 

Committee also recommended that the control of irrigation, navigation, and the 

conservancy of the rivers in both Vilayets should be placed under a single British 

administration.
101

  

 

Given the government of India was no longer to be responsible for the civil 

administration, a sub-committee, set up to discuss the future employment of administrative 

officials, recommended amalgamating the Mesopotamia and Sudan administrative services, 

and possibly including the Egypt service at a later date.
102

  Helmut Mejcher argued that the 

recommendations of the sub-committee heralded the creation of a new British empire in 

the Middle East.
103

 As a move towards centralisation if a new dependency was to be 

created, it would have made sense. However, it is also reasonable to argue that the 

introduction of Arabic-speaking officers from the Sudan Service was a pragmatic solution, in 

order to mitigate the predominance of Indian officials in the Mesopotamian civil 
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administration.
 104

 During the war, however, the intention to amalgamate the Services 

appears to have been disrupted by the Treasury s efusal to aise the salaries of officials 

from the Foreign Office Services to the level of at which officers from the Indian Political 

Service were paid.
105

 

 

The recommendations of the Mesopotamian Administration Committee were, it 

could be argued, deliberately vague – the Arab Revolt was not meeting expectations, thus 

the e as o u ge t e ui e e t fo  a o e defi iti e state e t of poli . Co s espo se 

to the Co ittee s e o e datio s suggests that he had o o fide e i  the a ilit  of a 

committee in London to formulate a policy for Mesopotamia. While promising to put the 

Co ittee s e o e datio s i to a tio  he  the ti e o es , o t a  to the 

recommendation for separate administrations in the two Vilayets, Cox advocated a 

centralised administration, with headquarters located in Baghdad. More significantly, and in 

the category of lost opportunities, he recommended the appointment of a Commission of 

Inquiry, to visit Mesopotamia to study various questions relating to the administration of 

the proposed Arab state, Arabian policy generally, and immigration and land policy.
106

  

Chamberlain later clarified the issue of the administration of Baghdad, assuring the Viceroy 

that while the government did not intend to establish an Arab administration in the 

immediate future, nothing should be done in the meantime which would prejudice the 
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establishment of a local administration at a later date. In particular, he o je ted to Co s 

proposal for the centralisation of the two administrations advising that o l  su h 

administrative efficiency should be aimed at as is necessary to preserve order and meet 

[the] eeds of [the] o up i g fo e .107
  

 

While the recommendations of the Mesopotamian Administration Committee did 

not place Mesopotamia within a framework for Middle Eastern policy in general,
108

 another 

o ittee, also hai ed  Cu zo , as appoi ted to ake e o e datio s fo  B itai s 

post-war territorial claims. This o ittee as i  fa ou  of the e pe i e t  of a  A a  

state or states in Arabia, however, it was considered that from a strategic and military 

perspective, it was of the utmost importance to communications with India, to maintain 

British control over Palestine and Mesopotamia. The exact geographical extent of 

Mesopota ia , ho e e , as ot spe ified.109
 

 

The Mesopotamian Administration Committee also provided a suitable forum for 

Cox to air longstanding grievances and to establish a position for himself as a de facto 

Mesopotamian viceroy, indispensable to London for all political matters relating to the 

country. The remainder of the meetings of the Committee were devoted to discussions on 

Co s de a d fo  g eate  auto o , his request to be designated High Commissioner with 

the authority to correspond directly with the India Office, and his threat of resignation if his 

relations vis-à-vis the current General Officer Commanding, General Sir Stanley Maude, 
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were not adjusted according to his request.
110

 There was a history of friction between Cox 

and the military commanders dating back to 1915, largely in relation to his position of 

subordination in the chain of command, and his assertion that correspondence of a political 

nature was not being passed on to him.
111

 John Fisher claimed that it was not known who 

the oti ati g figu es ehi d Co s ele atio  e e.112
 However, it is clear that Hirtzel and 

Shuckburgh at the India Office led the charge, with the assistance of Curzon and Gertrude 

Bell, who alerted Hirtzel to the cause of the friction, as she saw it, placing the blame 

s ua el  o  Maude. “uppo ti g Co s ea lie  o plai ts, Bell lai ed Maude as 

withholding correspondence with the War Office of a political nature.
113

 However, the prime 

motivator was Cox himself, given his threat to resign. Furthermore, if it was the 

Co ittee s i te tio  to transfer responsibility for the civil administration to the Foreign 

Office as Fisher argued,
114

 the esolutio  of the dispute i  Co s fa ou  as ucial to the 

subsequent conflict over control between the India and Foreign Offices, given that the India 

Office retained responsibility for the administration of Mesopotamia. While the 

Government of India may have been relieved of the responsibility, in all other respects, the 

status quo obtained. 

 

At the ninth and final meeting of the Mesopotamian Administration Committee on 

22 August, follo i g the Wa  Ca i et s de isio  to e la ge its scope in order for it to deal 
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with questions concerning the Middle East more generally,
115

 the name was changed to the 

Middle East Administration Committee, (abbreviated to the Middle East Committee). A little 

over a month previously, Edwin Montagu replaced Chamberlain as Secretary of State for 

India.
116

 Embroiled in his plans for constitutional reform in India, and the reform of the 

system of control in the India Office, Montagu was visiting India when the Committee 

settled the dispute i  Co s fa ou .
117

  Henceforth, as a esult of Co s i te e tio , the I dia 

Office now assumed responsibility for the civil administration. Nominally responsible to the 

Secretary of State for India, for all practical purposes, Cox would be virtually autonomous, 

despite Cham e lai s o e  that he i te ded to set up a  ad i ist atio  i  hi h the e 

would be minimal local participation.
118

 U happ  oi ide e o ked to Co s ad a tage. I  

November, General Maude contracted cholera which proved fatal. His replacement, Lt.-

General W.R. Marshall, a former divisional chief, was of lower rank and seniority than 

Maude.
119

 The military authorities, however, remained hostile to the establishment of civil 

administration in Baghdad while military operations were in progress.
120

 Furthermore, 

Lieut.-General George Macdonogh, the Director of Military Intelligence, complained that the 

o l  A a  allies, the sheikhs of Ku ait, Moha e ah a d )u ai , a efull  u sed  “i  P. 

Co , e e ot Mesopota ia s. As a esult, he ha ged that athe  tha  pla i g out little 
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i eties of i il ad i ist atio , the Political Officers should be taking measures to prevent 

local hostility towards the British forces.
121

  

 

The deliberations of the Mesopotamian Administration Committee illustrated how a 

proconsul with the confidence of ministers and bureaucrats could influence policy in no 

small measure. It also showed the inability of a committee in London to do anything other 

than muddle through. As for a future policy in Mesopotamia, the committee achieved little, 

e el  affi i g Ha di ge s p oposal of  fo  Baghdad, a d i esolutio  ega di g Bas a. 

Despite Cha e lai s st i tu es, the i il ad i ist atio  a ied o  as efo e, ith little 

oversight from London. The concerns of the military authorities were ignored. Rather, the 

system of administration of the Baghdad province was established on similar lines to that in 

Basra, with the exception of the Indian-inspired code of laws imposed in Basra. Captain 

Arnold Wilso , Co s deput , late  lai ed that the o de s ega di g i i u  

ad i ist ati e effi ie  to p ese e o de  e e ot o es ith hi h he o  Co  ag eed. As 

Wilson stated, it was essential to aim at self-sufficiency by developing local resources, which 

required a greater degree of control than that envisaged by Chamberlain.
122

 

 

The Political and Commercial Implications of Development, current and future:  

Certain aspects of the Mesopotamian story have been well documented, but one of 

the most important features of imperialism – the development of resources – has been 

overshadowed by oil. Agricultural development was one of the key justifications for the 

occupation of Basra, and was also one of the principle reasons for the expansion of the 
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administrative apparatus which came in for a great deal of criticism post-war. In the first 

instance, development projects were undertaken for military purposes only. This included 

immediate necessities such as the modernisation of the port facilities at Basra, construction 

of embankments to mitigate the effect of flooding, the construction of roads and light 

railways to serve the port, and the realignment of channels to aid navigation. A military 

Directorate of Inland Water Transport was established in July 1916, together with a 

Directorate for the organisation of labour.
123

  As more territory came under British control, 

the difficulties of providing food for the military force and the local population increased.
124

 

 

As a result, the authorities were urged to develop local resources as far as 

possible.
125

 However, haphazard methods of procurement and distribution illustrated the 

e essit  fo  e t alisatio . A o di g to Wilso s a ou t, he  Co  as otified i  late 

1916 that the establishment of a Department of Local Resources was contemplated, he 

vetoed it on the grounds that it would place an unnecessary burden on the officers of the 

civil administration.
126

 As a consequence, when established early in 1917, the department 

was placed under military control.
127

 It was originally contemplated that the department 

would also perform the function of an exporting agency, shipping grain, hides, skins and 

wool to India. But due to a shortage of grain, and the needs of the army of occupation and 

the civilian population, this was found to be not possible. As a result, grain was imported 

from India and by late summer of 1917, an agricultural scheme was implemented to boost 
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local production. Initially under the supervision of the Revenue Department of the civil 

administration, the responsibility for agricultural production was transferred to a Military 

Directorate in January 1918.
128

  

 

While recognising that agricultural development would serve the immediate needs of 

the occupying forces, Cox noted that there were political benefits accruing from irrigation 

projects which would serve imperial ends. Again resorting to Orientalist discourse, he noted 

that politically 

it would go far to convince the tribes that British administration offers signal 

advantages over that of the Turk. The distribution of water is beyond all comparison 

the most important administrative problem in the Iraq. Scientific control of the two 

rivers means not only economic progress but it is also the first step towards the 

pacification of the tribes.
129

 

 

A lack of labour proved to be one of the principal barriers to bringing the development 

schemes of the British authorities to fruition. While the prospect of a Mesopotamian 

agricultural utopia was not abandoned altogether, expectations were scaled back 

considerably, despite the importation of labourers from India.
130

 Heavy military demands 

led to a serious shortage of labour for agricultural work,
131

 and irrigation work, based on 

Will o ks  p e-war plans had not been completed by the end of the war.
132
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Despite the difficulties with agriculture and irrigation, the potential for the expansion 

of British commerce was perceived by Indian authorities as the most promising avenue by 

which prosperity would be achieved, markets created, and British predominance assured.
133

 

The men on the spot took the lead, taking concrete steps towards this goal. In May 1916, 

George Lloyd returned to Basra from Cairo, where he was serving in the Arab Bureau.
134

 

During a two month stay, Lloyd prepared an updated version of his 1908 report on the 

potential for British commerce in Mesopotamia and the Persian Gulf.
135

  In a note 

accompanying the report Cox wrote 

I greatly fear that peace negotiations of the conclusion of the War will find us as little 

prepared to face the problems of peace as we were in 1914 to face those of war.
 136

  

 

Ai i g at a defi ite o e ial poli , Co  st essed Mesopota ia s potential as a grain 

producing country, and the political advantages of making it an important contributor to 

Imperial wheat supplies, as well as highlighting the potential for cotton growing in the 

southern irrigated areas to supply the Bombay and Manchester markets. Furthermore, he 

envisaged the importation of British manufactured goods as the best way of encouraging 

British merchants to enter the market so as to ai tai  its p edo i a tl  British 

ha a te .137
 To achieve these ends, he recommended the appointment of a temporary 

Di e to  of T ade De elop e t  a d a pe a e t Co e ial Ad ise  to a t as his deput , 

in order to promote Mesopota ia s pote tial.138
 

                                                           
133

 J. Townsend, Proconsul in the Middle East, 23. By way of indicating continuity, Townsend refers to similar 

development projects in India. 
134

 A.T. Wilson, Loyalties, 155. 
135

 FO / / : G. Llo d, The E o o i  “ituatio  i  the Pe sia  Gulf a d Mesopota ia  Ma kets , 
September, 1916. 
136

 FO371/1650/199753: Lt.-Col. “i  P.). Co  Chief Politi al Offi e , I.E.F. D , Bas a, to A.H. G a t, “e eta , 
Foreign Department, Government of India, Simla, 18-24 July, 1916, 3. 
137

 FO371/1650/199753: Lt.-Col. “i  P.). Co , Chief Politi al Offi e , I.E.F. D , Bas a, to A.H. G a t, “e eta , 
Fo eig  Depa t e t, Go e e t of I dia, The E o o i  “ituatio  i  the Pe sia  Gulf a d Mesopota ia  
Ma kets , -24 July, 1916, 2. 
138

 Ibid. 



90 

 

 

Discussions in early 1916 prior to the signing of the Sykes-Picot Agreement revealed 

that Hirtzel was also looking to development prospects in Mesopotamia. He wrote to 

Holde ess that the loss of Mosul ila et is a se ious sa ifi e fo  us , gi e  that it ould 

dis upt B itish t ade i  the egio . E hoi g Ha ke s thoughts du i g the dis ussio s of the 

de Bu se  Co ittee i  , he asse ted, e a t the ate  of the Tig is up to Mosul i  

order to secure our irrigation and navigatio  fu the  south .139
 ‘oth ell s a gu e t that it 

as ha a te isti  of Hi tzel to put fo a d e o o i  a gu e ts fo  Mosul ithout 

mentioning oil is incomplete.
140

 The oil theorists seem to ignore the fact that for Indian 

authorities, the development of Mesopota ia s esou es la  i  the di e tio  of the 

k o ; i  , h potheti als su h as oil a el  appea ed i  I dia Offi e o espo de e. 

Furthermore, the foregoing suggests that prior to the entry of the United States into the war 

in 1917, for Indian authorities, whatever the post-war settlement, political predominance 

would be achieved through development and commerce, and as a result, rivals would be 

excluded from establishing competition in the Persian Gulf. In other words, the policy of 

political predominance through trade still held good. But the bureaucratic wheels turned 

slowly in the polycratic system. Cox directed his enquiries regarding a trade commission to 

the Government of India in mid-July.
141

 However, the India Office did not take the matter 

further with the Board of Trade until early November, and it was a further five weeks before 

the Foreign Office received a op  of the Boa d of T ade s epl  to the I dia Offi e.142
 The 

Foreign Offi e aulked at Co s p oposal. While as Vi e o  i  ea ly 1915, Hardinge had 

                                                           
139

 FO371/2767/14106: A. Hirtzel to T.W. Holderness, 10 January, 1916. 
140

 V.H. ‘oth ell, Mesopota ia i  B itish Wa  Ai s, - , . 
141

 FO368/1650/204256: Sir P. Cox, despatch no. 6510, to the Secretary, Foreign Department, Government of 

India, 18 July, 1916. 
142

 FO368/1650/252827: India Office to Foreign Office, 13 December, 1916. 



91 

 

stressed the potential wealth of Mesopotamia, now back in his previous post as Permanent 

Under-Secretary of State in the Foreign Office he put the ake o  Co s pla s, gi e  that 

the future policy and political status of Mesopotamia remained unclear.
143

  

 

“ig ifi a tl , Ha di ge s o e s e e ig o ed. While Co s p oposed appoi t e ts 

were not approved, the trade commission proceeded. R.F. Holland, Deputy Secretary, 

Foreign Department of the Government of India, and J.E. Wilson, of Gray, Mackenzie & Co. 

of Bombay, agents for the Tigris and Euphrates Navigation Company, conducted an 

investigative mission in spring 1917. Their subsequent report consisted of a comprehensive 

survey of existing and possible future avenues for development and trade, primarily in the 

Basra vilayet.
144

 The Commissioners recognised that post-war there would be new rivals in 

Mesopota ia a d the Pe sia  Gulf, oti g that the Mesopota ia  a kets a e al ead  

flooded with cheap Japanese goods and severe competition may be expected after the 

a .
145

  In September 1917, when the British government was apparently considering 

sending Japanese troops into Mesopotamia, Montagu expressed alarm at 

the price which we may have to pay for Japanese assistance and of the footing the 

Japa ese ould se u e i  Mesopota ia … The e a e al ead  i di atio s of Japa ese 
atte pts at o e ial pe et atio  i  the Pe sia  Gulf … [ hi h] leads i e ita l  to 
political influence, and it is clearly not in our interests to encourage a new rival.

146
 

 

 

Whether Mo tagu s fears were real or exaggerated, by late 1917, as a result of the 

influence of the United States, there was recognition in London that commercial 

development was vital to imperial plans for Mesopotamia, whatever they might be. Hirtzel 
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noted in December that the peoples of the conquered territories are to have a voice – if not 

the determining voice – as to thei  futu e desti .147
 He assessed that in order for the local 

population to accept some form of British control their material well-being should be a 

priority. At the same time, however, he urged the Board of Trade to act on the 

e o e datio s of Holla d a d Wilso , i  o de  to get a head sta t o  ou  i als .148
 

Sluglett argued that follo i g Wood o  Wilso s -point speech, and Llo d Geo ge s 

address to the Trade Unions on 5 January , lo g-established and hitherto almost 

unchallenged assumptions of British imperial policy had to be reconciled with a whole new 

set of e ui e e ts .149
 But given that Indian authorities were already formulating plans for 

the post-war period, it seems that there were some in the British establishment who had 

anticipated this shift almost a year earlier than Sluglett suggested, and that the creation of 

an Arab state had become a reality rather than an abstract idea. As Hirtzel explained to 

Wilson in Baghdad, the Arab façade  may have to be something more solid than we 

o igi all  o te plated .150
 

 

In early 1918 Cox was called to London for discussions on how best to tailor the 

policy laid down in 1917 to the new political reality. On his way back to Baghdad in August, 

Cox received orders to proceed to Teheran, to relieve the British Minister, Sir Charles 
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Marling, leaving his deputy, Captain Arnold Wilson, to assume responsibility for the civil 

administration.
151

 Nonetheless, Cox was kept abreast of events in Mesopotamia by way of a 

weekly news telegram from Baghdad.
152

 

 

Militarily, from mid-1918, the Tigris front had lost importance when compared to 

concerns regarding the spread of Bolshevism, together with Ge a s fi al attempt at 

victory in the East.
 153

 British military authorities in London and Simla focussed attention on 

north-west Persia, the Caucasus and the Caspian regions, fearing a Turko-German threat to 

Afghanistan and the northern borders of India.
154

  In the interim, the civil authorities in 

Mesopotamia focussed on consolidating positions already under occupation, including the 

amalgamation of the administrations of Basra and Baghdad.
155

 In September, Wilson asked 

for the long-delayed commission, to visit Mesopotamia to consider political and 

administrative questions which he believed would require settlement as soon as hostilities 

ceased.
156

 Rather than the commission Wilson requested, without consulting the India 

Office, the War Office despatched a commission of its own, to the chagrin of Montagu, who 

was not informed until after the mission had departed for Mesopotamia.
157

 Sir John Hewett, 

a former Lieutenant-Governor of the United Provinces, was selected to head the mission. 

His task was to report to the Army Council whether military expenditure could be reduced 
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by transferring the operations of the military departments which would be of most benefit 

to the civilian population post-war, such as irrigation and agriculture, to the civil 

administration.
158

 

 

Meanwhile, events moved quickly. The Armistice with the Porte was signed on 30 

October, and several days later the occupation of Mosul brought a new area under British 

military occupation. Helmut Mejcher asserted that the desire to boost British commercial 

influence, together with an appreciation of the value of the oil deposits in the Mosul 

province in August 1918, were the motives behind the stampede to secure the territory at 

the end of the war.
 159

  Arguably, however, strategic objectives were equally influential. 

Control of Mosul was considered vital due to geography, since the river valleys and flood 

plains of the Baghdad and Basra Vilayets were deemed to be indefensible without control of 

the range of mountains to the north-east of Mosul.
160

 Nonetheless, military occupation of 

the territory implied some form of political control. A policy vacuum emerged, however, as 

no clear instructions were issued othe  tha  a di e ti e f o  the I dia Offi e that o la ge 

or co t o e sial  uestio s e e to e aised.161
 Given that the town of Mosul lay in the 

French area of indirect control according to the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the India Office was 

concerned that the French government should not be given the impression that the British 

were acting in disregard of the provisions of the agreement.
162

  

 

                                                           
158

 Curzon Papers, F223/256, ff. 247- , Mesopota ia: “i  Joh  He ett s Missio , Politi al Depa t e t, 
India Office, 18 October, 1918. 
159

 H.J. Mejcher, Imperial Quest for Oil, 111. 
160

 Curzon Papers, F112/163, f. 59: Sir F.R. Maunsell, United Services Club, to Lord Curzon, private, 27 

September, 1916. The strategic argument, based on geography, was laid out by Maunsell. Clearly a response to 

the Sykes-Picot Agreement, he advocated the creation of a state of Kurdistan, under British control, lying 

between Armenia and Mesopotamia. 
161

 A.T. Wilson, Mesopotamia 1917-1920: A Clash of Loyalties: A Personal and Historical Record, London, 

Oxford University Press, 1931, 116. 
162

 L/P&S/10/769, register no. 5426: J.E. Shuckburgh, India Office, to Political, Baghdad, 9 December, 1918. 



95 

 

By late 1918, unresolved questions remained; for example, the extent of British 

power to be exercised in Mesopotamia, and a head for the proposed Arab state if such a 

state were to be created. The Anglo-French Declaration, broadcast on 7 November 1918, 

left no doubt on that score, pledging support for self-determination in the Arab provinces of 

the Ottoman Empire, albeit with assistance from the two governments in their respective 

spheres.
163

  Whether the declaration was merely propaganda, as it was perceived by Cox,
164

 

there were consequences for Wilson in Baghdad. The long-delayed Commission, requested 

 Co  i  , did ot p o eed. Wilso  i fo ed the I dia Offi e that othe  tha  a handful 

of a ateu  politi ia s i  Baghdad , he elie ed the ajo it  of the lo al population was 

content with British rule. But given the Anglo-French declaration, he advised that the 

commission should be deferred until the future of Mesopotamia had been decided and the 

local population consulted.
165

 Unperturbed, Holderness mused 

If there is to be no Commission, the Civil Commissioner and his establishments would 

carry on as at present, feeling their way as they become increasingly familiar with the 

conditions of the country, and devising measures in the light of experience. British 

officers have done this before in other parts of the globe with not unsatisfactory 

results.
166

 

 

Accordingly, with no detailed instructions from London, Wilson set about preparing for a 

future according to his lights.
167

 In early December he visited several centres in the southern 

Mosul vilayet. Following a meeting with a deputation of Kurdish tribal leaders at 

Suleimaniyah, he appointed a local notable, Sheikh Mahmud Barzinji, as the British 

representative for the region. A document was drawn up and signed by the Kurdish chiefs to 
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the effect that they wished to be attached to Iraq and placed under British protection; in 

return, the chiefs pledged to accept British assistance and advice. The India Office approved 

Wilso s a tio s, claiming that the Kurds had thus exercised their right of self-

determination.
168

  

 

On the other side of the Arabian Peninsula, the remnant of the Arab Revolt formed 

the Arab League, and joined forces with the Egyptian Expeditionary Force which, under the 

command of General Sir Edmund Allenby, occupied Jerusalem in December 1917. Following 

the occupation of Damascus on 1 October 1918, “ha if Hussei s thi d son, Feisal, was 

i stalled as ilita  go e o  of O upied E e  Te ito  A , the F e h a ea of i di e t 

control according to the Sykes-Picot Agreement, thereby creating complications not only for 

the British government, but also for the authorities in Mesopotamia.
169

 

 

At the end of November, Wilson was notified of a proposal by T.E. Lawrence for the 

sons of the Sharif to become heads of Arab governments in Mesopotamia and Syria.
170

 

Co pletel  opposed to La e e s s he e, Wilso  e postulated that a “u i head of state 

would be opposed by Persians of the Shia branch of Islam.
171

 Given that Cox was at that 
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o e t i  t eat  egotiatio s ith the Pe sia  go e e t, Wilso s p otestatio  as 

hardly flimsy. But perhaps of more significance, he believed that 

The t e d of ou  p ese t A a  poli  if follo ed to … g oup o itted  a  i  e tai  
circumstances result in creation of a series of Mohammedan States, with nothing in 

common but their religion and their anti-European (i.e. racial) prejudice; such a 

consummation would be the negation of progress and put an end to hope of peace in 

the Middle East … I su it that e a e i  da ge  of eati g so ethi g losel  
resembling a new Balkan problem.

172
 

 

While Wilso s o je ti e as to etai  direct control over Mesopotamia, and at the same 

time, de  Hussei  o  his so s a  pa t i  the ou t s futu e, ith the e efit of hi dsight, 

elements of his prophecy have proved remarkably accurate. His solution, however, was out 

of step with current thinking in Cairo or London. In order to avert the danger he anticipated, 

Wilson proposed the establishment of a British protectorate, separate from the rest of the 

Arab Middle East.
173

 The Fo eig  Offi e espo se to Wilso s p oposal illust ated the 

fundamental problem resulting from the jurisdictional divisions in the Middle East. The 

Foreign Office Political Intelligence Department noted that 

The p o le  fo  His Majest s Go e e t is to o-ordinate their policy in 

Mesopotamia (a) with their general policy, and (b) with their policy towards other 

A a  ou t ies … Chief Politi al Offi e  is apt to consider policy from an exclusively 

Mesopotamian point of view, and ignore our interests in the Hejaz and Syria.
174

 

 

 

Conclusion. 

 

Despite their differences, authorities in Cairo and Baghdad were essentially working 

towards the same imperial ends by different means. Cairo officials envisaged exercising 

indirect control through the medium of Hussein, harnessing what they believed to be Arab 
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nationalism, while Wilson in Baghdad sought to extend direct control over the three 

Ottoman Vilayets of Basra, Baghdad and Mosul. In both cases, the principle aim was to 

establish British hegemony over the Arab provinces to the greatest extent that the French 

government would allow, Sykes-Picot Agreement notwithstanding. The tension between the 

two loci of British power in the Middle East was a result of the division of control, and 

differing interests and priorities as much as the lack of coherent policy from London. 

Furthermore, as Malcolm Yapp observed, it was the men on the spot who, for most of 

period between 1914 and 1918, produced the ideas which eventually became official British 

policy.
175

 However, it is not sufficient to mention this factor, without investigating how this 

situation was allowed to occur. For that, it is necessary to take a closer look at the third leg 

of the messy triangle: the politicians and bureaucrats in London who were ultimately 

responsible for the lack of a clear cut policy in Mesopotamia. 
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Chapter Three 

 

The Eastern Committee, 1918: conflict and confusion.
1
 

 

 

As foreseen by Hirtzel, by early 1918, international developments required policy-

makers to recalibrate imperial aims within the language of self-determination as a result of 

the United States entering the war as an Associated Allied Power.  Policy formulation was 

also complicated, however, by the differences between the Arab policies of Cairo and 

Baghdad. These differences were replicated in the inter-departmental committee in 

Whitehall which was established in an attempt to coordinate military and political affairs in 

B itai s e pa di g a eas of i te est i  the Nea  a d Middle East. Here, two separate but 

related themes emerge – the business of the committee, and the frequent attempts to do 

away with it. The latter often distracted the committee from the former, and furthermore, 

the powers of the committee were from the outset, ill-defined.  Scrutiny of the official 

i d , the discussions of Ministers and departmental officials, many of whom sat on the 

committee, who wrote the papers and memoranda which were circulated for discussion, 

remains useful, given that it was these officials, more often than not, guided by actions 

already taken, or proposals from the political officers on the spot, who largely set the policy 

which the committee either endorsed, or set aside for further consideration.
2
 

 

                                                           
1
 As noted in the introduction to this thesis, the inter-departmental conflict over control of British interests in 

the Middle East has ee  studied i  detail  a u e  of histo ia s. “ee fo  e a ple, H.J. Mej he , B itish 

Middle East Policy 1917- ; E. Maisel, The Fo eig  Offi e a d Fo eig  Poli , - ; J. Fishe , Lo d 
‘o e t Ce il a d the fo atio  of a Middle East Depa t e t of the Fo eig  Offi e , a d his o og aph Lord 

Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East. Unlike those studies, this chapter discusses the conflict as it 

occurred in the Eastern Committee in 1918, in order to assess the impact of polycratism on the formulation of 

policy in Mesopotamia, in addition to the attitudes of policy-makers to the changed political environment in 

1918, and the nascent League of Nations. 
2
 The te  offi ial i d  is o o ed f o  Joh  Gallaghe  a d ‘o ald ‘o i so s Africa and the Victorians: 
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Discussions in Cabinet regarding the centralisation of control of Middle Eastern 

affairs were sparked by a memorandum penned by Lord Edward Cecil, financial adviser to 

the Egyptian administration. Cecil criticised the Foreign Office practice of communicating 

with the authorities in Cairo via private correspondence between the High Commissioner, 

Sir Reginald Wingate, and Lord Hardinge, the Under-Secretary of State.
 3

  Lord Robert Cecil, 

Parliamentary Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs and Minister for the Blockade, used the 

oppo tu it  affo ded  his othe s iti is  to suggest that since he believed that Cairo 

would soon become the centre for the management of British Middle Eastern affairs, 

 the question of coordination should be addressed. However, he considered the existing 

Middle East Committee was far too big to deal satisfactorily with the matter . Possibly with 

his own position in mind, Lord Curzon retorted that given the expansion of British military 

and political activity in the Middle East, the establishment of a new department of state 

might become a necessity.
 4

 But no decision was made, and in the interim, the Middle East 

Committee ceased to meet.  

 

Four months later, when the committee reconvened, Curzon complained that the 

Departments concerned had been dealing with matters which should have been discussed 

by his committee, and expressed the hope that regular meetings would be arranged.
5
   In an 

attempt to minimise its role, Robert Cecil suggested that the committee should meet 

weekly, on Saturday mornings, and in a pre-emptive move, announced that he had arranged 

                                                           
3
 CAB23/4: minutes of War Cabinet Meeting, 14 September, 1917, 3. The same practice had been roundly 

criticised by the Mesopotamian Commission of Inquiry in 1917, when the main channel of communication 

between India and London had been via private correspondence  between the then Viceroy (Hardinge) and the 

“e eta  of “tate fo  I dia. “ee Cu zo  Pape s, F / , f. : The ‘epo t of the Mesopota ia 
Co issio , ote  Auste  Cha e lai , “e eta  of “tate fo  I dia,  Ju e, ; J. Fishe , Curzon and 

British Imperialism in the Middle East, 43-44. 
4
 CAB/23/4: minutes of War Cabinet meeting, 14 September, 1917, 4. 

5
 Curzon Papers, F112/273, f. 3: minutes of the Middle Eastern Committee, 12 January, 1918.   
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for the appointment of Sir Mark Sykes as head of a proposed Eastern Department in the 

Foreign Office.
 6

 What Cecil obviously had in mind was that when established, the Foreign 

Office Eastern Department would perform the function of the separate department which 

Cu zo  had suggested, thus o iati g the eed fo  the Co ittee s existence.  Ce il s 

intervention marked the beginning of a campaign which developed momentum, as the 

conflict created by overlapping and conflicting departmental responsibilities developed into 

an assault on the committee and its chairman, largely spearheaded by Cecil, with some 

assistance from the Secretary of State for India, Edwin Montagu. The underlying 

ambivalence regarding its very existence was arguably one of the factors which contributed 

to the Co ittee s la k of fo us o  issues actually relating to Mesopotamia. 

 

The cleavage between the Foreign and India Offices over future policy crystallised 

into two distinct and conflicting schools of thought. The Foreign Office, generally upheld the 

view that M Maho s pledges to Hussei  should be honoured, while the India Office and its 

subordinates in Mesopotamia, opposed to any accommodation with Hussein, sought to 

obtain British supremacy through the well-established techniques of control established in 

1914, including a monopoly over development and commerce under a system of direct rule. 

The confidence that the British position in Mesopotamia would thereby be assured was 

shaken when in early 1918, self-dete i atio  e a e the guidi g p i iple of a future 

peace settlement with the German Habsburg and Ottoman Empires.
7
  While by no means 

a a do i g the o je ti e to get ou sel es sta ted o e iall  so as to e ahead of 

                                                           
6
 Ibid, f. 38.  

7
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o petito s ho  it a  e i possi le to e lude afte  the a ,
8
  Hirtzel s hief o e  

related to Basra and the fact that Mesopotamia was part of the Arab State, according to the 

Sykes-Picot Agreement, and therefore annexation was out of the question. However, 

o siste t ith I dia  ie s si e , Hi tzel st essed that practically it cannot be 

governed  Ki g Hussei . 9
 

 

Hi tzel s ote p o pted a espo se f o  Sir Mark Sykes, who issued a proposal 

whereby, as a precursor to independence, British rule over Mesopotamia should be 

p o isio al  fo  t e t -five years, the government answerable to an international 

authority.
10

  But “ kes  ea l  ite atio  of the League of Natio s  a dates system was 

rejected by Hirtzel. “ee i gl , Hi tzel as a o ed  “ kes  proposal on the grounds that it 

had been made with little knowledge of the conditions in Mesopotamia. Yet in a remark to 

Lord Islington, the Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for India, he revealed that the 

I dia Offi e as also i pe fe tl  a uai ted ith u e t o ditions.
11

  On the other hand, 

Sir Thomas Holderness, the permanent Under-Secretary, conceded that  

we may find that a British Protectorate over this region is not acceptable to our Allies 

and to the Americans without the addition of some international machinery, and we 

may have in the end to submit to this.
12

  

 

This exchange illustrated not merely the differences in outlook generally between Foreign 

Office and India Office officials, but also a division of opinion within the India Office.  More 

importantly, Hi tzel s o e t suggests a la k of o u i atio  between Baghdad and the 

India Office, and an early expression of resistance to the prospect of international scrutiny. 

                                                           
8
 FO / / : MEC , Futu e of Mesopota ia , ote  “i  A. Hi tzel,  Ja ua , . 

9
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 “i  Ma k “ kes, Ou  Positio  i  Mesopota ia i  elatio  to the “pi it of the Age ,  Ja ua , , ited i  J. 

Fisher, Curzon and British Imperialism in the Middle East, 123.  
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Hirtzel seems to have accepted that while the 1917 policy recommendations of the 

Mesopotamian Administration Committee were no longer relevant, he wondered how the 

local population could be encouraged to consent to the principle aim of the British 

government, hi h as to se u e i flue e to the ut ost e te t that i u sta es 

pe it . 13
 Ultimately, it was decided that no decision on future policy for Mesopotamia was 

possible without first ascertaining the views of the Civil Commissioner.
 14

   

 

In the interim, the committee was invited to consider a draft despatch from the India 

Office to the Civil Commissioner in Baghdad, requesting information on what steps could be 

taken  

to encourage principal sheikhs of both settled and Nomad districts to vote for British 

assista e? Ca  a la ge ajo it  e se u ed i  fa ou  of B itish assista e … [a d] to 
what extent will such assistance or administration require maintenance of British or 

I dia  t oops o  poli e i  Mesopota ia? … What fo  of A a  go ernment is 

practicable? Is it conceivable that a Member of Shereefial family will be accepted as 

so e eig  u de  “he eef s suze ai t ? If ot, is the e a  othe  i di idual? A d if ot, 
what body or bodies are practicable and what powers could be entrusted to them?

15
   

 

The telegram was not sent; rather, it was decided to invite Cox to London to bring him up to 

date with recent trends.
16

  The India Office Political Department noted that while politicians 

in London were no longer confident that the policy of March 1917 still held good, it was not 

known if Cox realised that, or that local political actio  could be turned to British 

advantage. 17
  But while there had been concerns within the India Office regarding the 

I dia isatio  of the Mesopota ia  ad i istration since 1915, Cox was to be allowed some 

freedom of action, given that Holderness noted that it was not proposed to work out with 
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 minutes, (New Series), 26 January 1918. 
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Baghdad. 
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him in detail  the necessary adjustments to the system of administration in order to 

conform to the p o a le e uirements of a Peace Conference, but to leave that to him on 

his etu  to Mesopota ia. 18
 

 

Pending Co s a i al, the India Office devoted its attention to the promotion of 

commercial interests in Mesopotamia.
19

   Accordingly, the Middle East Committee received 

two items for consideration: a summary of the report of the Mesopotamia Trade 

Commissioners, conducted in early 1917, and correspondence between Lord Hardinge and 

the shipping magnate Lo d I h ape, elati g to I h ape s request to recommence his river 

boat service, as arranged in the unratified pre-war agreements.
20

  Curzon rejected 

I h ape s e uest, on the grounds that Mesopota ia s futu e was yet to be decided, 

therefore monopoly rights could not be granted to a British firm. Furthermore, signalling 

that the United States was impinging on British imperial decision-making, Curzon stated, it 

ould e diffi ult to e o ile the p oposed a tio  ith the a  ai s of the Allies as stated 

 the P i e Mi iste  a d P eside t Wilso . 21
  The ensuing discussion revealed that all 

those present opposed the granting of a monopoly on river transport, with the exception of 

Alwyn Parker, the Foreign Office representative who had participated in the 1913 

negotiations with the Porte, and Sir William Clark, Comptroller-General at the Board of 

Trade. Echoing the difficulties which confronted the supporters of the Euphrates Valley 

Railway during the nineteenth century, Cla k suppo ted I h ape s e uest, because he 
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doubted if British investors would be willing to participate in the development of 

Mesopotamia without a government guarantee.
22

 Despite the presence of Clark at this 

eeti g, spe ifi all  to take pa t i  dis ussio  o  the Mesopota ia  T ade Co issio e s  

‘epo t, I h ape s e uest o upied the o ittee s ti e i  a le gth  a d ultimately 

unproductive discussion, which resulted in a decision to defe  o side atio  u til Co s 

views were known. Meanwhile, the report on trade prospects in Mesopotamia was not 

discussed by the Committee, either on that occasion or subsequently.
23

  

 

The Eastern Committee: 

In March, a fundamental change was made to the Co ittee s te s of efe e e, 

which would have implications for Mesopotamian policy. On 11 March, the War Cabinet 

decided that the three committees hitherto dealing with Middle Eastern questions should 

be amalgamated into a single committee, the Eastern Committee, under the chairmanship 

of a cabinet minister.
24

 When offered the chair, Balfour declined,
 25

  thus Lloyd George 

requested Curzon to prepare an outline of the structure and responsibilities of the 

Committee. While it a  ha e p o ided fo  oo di atio  of B itai s Middle Easte  poli , 

Curzon s i pe ial a itio s were set forth clearly in a memorandum he produced two days 
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later. The proposed Eastern Committee, he declared, would be responsible for formulating 

policy for the e ti e gla is of the I dia  Fo t ess the Bla k “ea, Cau asus a d T a s-

Caucasus, Armenia, Persia, the Caspian, Trans-Caspia, Turkestan, Afghanistan) to Sinai, 

Palestine, Syria, the Hejaz, Arabia, Mesopotamia, and the Persian Gulf .26
 Despite Cu zo s 

lofty ambitions, however, the War Cabinet decided that the Eastern Committee should 

absorb the functions of the Middle East and Persia Committees only. Moreover, giving 

consideration to British military operations in Persia, it was decided that the Committee was  

to deal with military even more than diplomatic questions. It should be in the nature 

of a Vigilance Committee, ready to warn the War Cabinet and furnish advice on the 

Eastern area of operations.
27

  

 

As Nevakivi asserted, however, the committee had little influence over the activities of the 

political officers of the Egyptian Expeditionary Force in Palestine and Syria.
28

  Furthermore, 

gi e  the Wa  Ca i et s de isio  o   Ma h, the Easte  Co ittee s p e ise function 

was unclear. While it retained the executive functions of its predecessors, it was also to 

perform an advisory role. 

 

While there may have been a shift of focus eastwards, more pressing questions 

relating to future policy in Mesopotamia were deferred until the committee had been 

furnished with the views of Sir Percy Cox. This was despite intermittent reminders from the 
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India Office. In early April, the Political Department circulated a memorandum, signalling 

again that the policy laid down by the Mesopotamian Administration Committee was in 

need of revision. The memorandum revealed that the India Office position had indeed 

shifted and it was now recognised that a transition from direct to indirect control was 

inevitable. While i  the opi io  of the I dia Offi e, Mesopota ia s e e ill-qualified for the 

exercise of self-dete i atio  it as e og ised that the attempt would have to be made to 

put the p i iple i to ope atio .29
  Curzon scoffed at the India Office s needlessly 

pessimistic view  adding that  

no note is taken of the fact that self-determination  as a principle of international 

settlement at the Peace Conference (in any case a singularly fallacious criterion) has 

now been heavily discounted by the actions of Germany in the W. provinces of Russia 

… i  these i u sta es fo  the Allied ou t ies to p ea h o  still o e to p a ti e 
self-determination, if it be contrary to their own interests, will be ridiculous.

30
 

 

Thereafter Curzon lapsed into irresolution, recognising that Britain had pledged to set up 

so e fo  of A a  ule u de  B itish guida e a d p o a l  o t ol , hile at the sa e 

time, asserting that even though the exercise of direct British rule should be avoided, it a  

be necessary to make a British enclave of Bas a fo  easo s oth politi al a d o e ial. 31
 

 

Moreover, if the India Office was ignorant of the current situation on the spot, 

Curzon was even more so, posing further questions for Cox to consider, such as  

the extent to which and the manner in which (without our knowing much about it 

here) British Indian administration may have been set up or be now in existence in 

the o upied te ito ies… Is the ad i ist atio  i  o so a e ith A a  ideas? Ho  
far is it borrowed from the Turks? Do the local population (town and country) like it? 

To what extent is it Indian? Can it be worked by other than Indian agents? Are British 

officials necessary to its supervision?
32
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His questions were only partially answered when a memorandum prepared by Cox was 

discussed during his appearance before the Eastern Committee in April. The fears of the 

India Office proved unfounded on one point, given that Cox acknowledged that the policy 

laid down in 1917 must … be regarded as a counsel of perfection, and we must be prepared 

to a ept so ethi g less. 33
 However, apparently less affected by international opinion, he 

appeared to be reluctant to yield on the question of switching from formal to informal 

control. Moreover, as Curzon had, he argued that given the assurances made to the local 

population in December 1914 that the Turks would never return, and considering the 

extensive and costly development of the port at Basra, there were grounds for annexing the 

territory from Basra to the Persian Gulf Coast.
 34

 Nor, it seems, was he willing to relax British 

control, stressing that the A a  façade offe s o i su ou ta le diffi ulties . ‘athe , he 

declared, 

the more complete the British control can be the better for the country. In fact, 

unless it is assured the country has no future, for it would be impossible to get 

money for development unless investors are satisfied that their interests are fully 

safeguarded, a condition which cannot be assured unless under protective British 

supervision.
35

  

 

While dismissing Hussein s lai s based on the correspondence with McMahon, declaring 

that he a ied o eight i  I a , he suggested the Naqib of Baghdad as titular head of the 

future state.
36

 The administration, as he had contemplated following the occupation of 

Baghdad, would be headed by a British High Commissioner, but with a nod to the principle 
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believed he would be acceptable to the members of both the Sunni and Shia sects of Islam. Curzon Papers, 

F112/256, ff. 228- : G. Bell, A a  Ai s , e losed i  Bell to Lo d Ha di ge, Fo eig  Offi e,  Ma , . 
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of self-determination, o ki g ith a s all od  o  Ca i et of Mi iste s, sa  half ati e a d 

half British, and assisted perhaps by an advisory body or council of a dozen prominent and 

ep ese tati e ati es. 37
  Cox listed the elements of the population whose support would 

be necessary if British administration of the country was to be maintained: the Jewish 

community in Baghdad, the Arab urban upper classes, wealthy Arab and Jewish landlords, 

a d the i po ta t “heikhs of the settled t i es . The rural population was dismissed as 

uite i a ti ulate , a d thei  opi io  not worth consulting.
38

 Moreover, he loftily informed 

the Committee that a survey of local opinion regarding self-determination was quite 

unsuited to Arab thought and habits, and could only excite the liveliest isgi i gs. 39
  

 

Meanwhile, Balfour alluded to the inconsistency of the principle of self-

determination ith the A a  façade  proposed by Cox.  He stated, however, that President 

Wilson  

did not seriously mean to apply his formula outside Europe. He meant that no 

civilised  communities should remain under the heel of other civilised  

o u ities … as to politi all  i a ti ulate peoples, he ould p o a l  ot sa  o e 
than that their true interests should prevail as against exploitation by conquerors. If 

so, a  A a  “tate u de  B itish p ote tio  ould satisf  hi  … if it e e sho  that 
the Arabs, if offered the choice, would choose what we wished.

40
  

 

Henceforth, Balfou s rationalisation of the meaning of self-determination became the 

guiding principle underlying British policy for Mesopotamia. That is, if the people were given 

the choice, and they opted for a continuation of British rule, they could be considered to 

have exercised their right of self-determination. Given the nature and extent of British 

control, however, it was unlikely that the population would have that choice. Co s 
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proposals were approved by the Eastern Committee, and he was instructed to proceed with 

the development of the administration in Mesopotamia on the lines that had been laid 

do . 41
   

 

Hardinge also took the oppo tu it  affo ded  Co s p ese e to raise the question 

of I h ape s e uest again. But Cox objected to the establishment of a monopoly, insisting 

that local commercial enterprises should be given the opportunity to participate in the 

lucrative river trade. Rather than making an executive decision, the Committee instructed 

Holderness to arrange a meeting at the India Office, at which Cox and Inchcape could settle 

the matter between them.
42

  As a result, Inchcape was given permission to recommence 

operations, with the proviso that he was to understand that a monopoly was not being 

granted, and that his vessels were liable to be requisitioned by the military authorities. 43
  

While Curzon, Cecil, and Field Marshal Sir Henry Wilson, the Chief of the Imperial General 

Staff, played an instrumental role in the appointment of Cox to replace the British Minister 

at Teheran shortly thereafter, the Committee seemed to have overlooked the fact that 

u de  Co s epla e e t i  Mesopota ia, Colonel Arnold Wilson, the proposals endorsed in 

April were not implemented.  

 

Following Co s appea a e, where (as far as the Committee was concerned), policy 

for Mesopotamia had been settled, the focus shifted to military operations in Persia, the 

Caucasus and the Hejaz, where Sharifian forces led by Abdullah were embroiled in a frontier 

dispute with ibn Saud. From July, the Committee was preoccupied with discussions on the 
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Sykes-Picot Agreement in relation to the French position in Syria, where British troops of the 

Egyptian Expeditionary Force were advancing towards Damascus, leaving little time for 

considering the future status of Mesopotamia.
44

  

 

Perhaps of more significance for Mesopotamian policy, in July Lord Robert Cecil was 

appointed Assistant Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs with responsibility for Middle 

Eastern affairs, creating confusion regarding the lines of authority.
45

 Responding to a 

question regarding military and political matters in the Middle East, Cecil took the 

opportunity to praise the activities of the British authorities in Mesopotamia, declaring that 

e  satisfa to  p og ess is ei g ade i  edee i g the ou t  f o  the state of ui  

into which it had fallen under the Turks … a spirit of harmony and co-operation prevails.
46

  

Ha o  a d oope atio  e e not, however, words which applied to the Eastern 

Co ittee s p o eedi gs. 

 

The effects of polycratic decision-making. 

Departmental activities were not always brought to the attention of the Eastern 

Committee.
47

 Nor, for that matter, were the departments inclined to correspond over 

matters where jurisdiction overlapped. A case in point was the War Office mission to 

Mesopotamia to investigate the possibility of transferring the military departments to the 
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civil administration. The India Office protested that it had not been consulted before the 

mission went ahead;
48

  the Commander-in-Chief of the Indian Army protested to the War 

Office,
49

 a d “hu k u gh oted it is al ost i edi le that so i po ta t a step affe ti g the 

future of Mesopotamia should be taken without the knowledge of the India Office or the 

Easte  Co ittee. 50
   

 

But closer to home, in early July Montagu joined Cecil in criticising the management 

of British military and political affairs in the East. He cited Foreign Office intelligence which 

suggested that there was a serious menace  looming in the East. Conferences between 

German and Ottoman officials, held in winter 1917-18 and spring 1918, he claimed, pointed 

to a military thrust towards Trans-Caspia and Turkestan, thus distu i g Afgha ista  a d 

th eate i g I dia.  He questioned if the British government was organised to respond to this 

threat, however, rather than addressing the subject directly, he opened up a lively debate 

on the management of British military and political affairs in the Middle East.
51

  Directing his 

attention to the Eastern Committee, Montagu questioned its utility as a policy-making 

instrument, and criticised the confused jurisdictional division of the Middle East between 

the Foreign, India, and War Offices, a system, he claimed, which had worked reasonably well 

as a peace time arrangement. But he defended the India Office, which he explained  

is differentiated from the others in that its whole activities are concerned with the 

East, with India and its defences, with India and the countries which border it, 

whereas the Foreign Office and the War Office have immeasurable and 

overwhelming responsibilities in other directions.
52
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As a solution, he proposed that the entire region, extending from the western Arabian 

Peninsula to the borders of India, should be managed by the Government of India.  

Moreover, he opined that the Eastern Committee should be a committee of Ministers, 

deciding policy only, while day-to-day matters would be better handled by an inter-

departmental sub-committee.
53

 He seemed to have overlooked the fact that the 

Government of India had been relieved of control of military operations in Mesopotamia in 

1916, and political affairs the previous year, and that officials in Cairo would undoubtedly 

oppose such a solution.  Indeed, the Foreign Office Political Department, Cecil, and the War 

Office objected to Mo tagu s p oposal ith a i g deg ees of it iol, but all were adamant 

that political control of the region should not be entrusted to the Government of India or 

the India Office. The Foreign Office argued that Mo tagu s p oposal would entail the 

bankruptcy of the Arab movement to which we are committed . Furthermore, it was 

pointed out that only the Foreign Office was equipped to handle diplomatic relations with 

the Allies.
54

 As regards the Eastern Committee, the Foreign Office advocated a return to the 

position obtaining prior to its establishment, where the departments performed executive 

functions, leaving the Committee responsible only for formulating policy and advising the 

departments of the best means of implementing that policy.
55

  Gi e  the depa t e ts  

predilection to work independently despite their overlapping responsibilities, it is doubtful if 

this solution would have been workable; rather, it appears to have been another attempt by 

the Foreign Office to do a a  ith Cu zo s o ittee. 
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Concerned that the committee was not suitable for executive purposes, Cecil raised 

Cu zo s ea lie  p oposal for a separate Department. While uncertain if the proposed 

Foreign Office Middle Eastern Department would be equipped to take on the political 

functions of the India Office, he thought it was an option worth considering.
 56

   

Furthermore, while Balfour recommended that the question of the management of Middle 

Eastern affairs should be reviewed after the war, both he and Henry Wilson suggested 

setting up a sub-committee of the Eastern Committee, consisting of representatives from 

the three departments most directly concerned.
 57

  But when Cecil informed Curzon that he 

intended to hold regular meetings in his office with Lancelot Oliphant, (Foreign Office), John 

Shuckburgh, (India Office), and Sir G. Macdonogh, (Director of Military Intelligence), in order 

to settle outi e matters without reference to the Eastern Committee , sensing another 

attempt to undermine his authority, Curzon responded angrily, summarily rejecting Ce il s 

proposal, which was speedily withdrawn, albeit with a rider that the whole matter should be 

discussed further.
58

  

 

At the next meeting of the Committee, Montagu also withdrew his proposal for the 

extension of the Go e e t of I dia s ontrol to the Arabian Peninsula, noting that Ce il s 
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new appointment essentially represented a Minister for the Middle East, and therefore 

pro ided a te po a  solutio  to the problems he had raised.
59

 Yet further criticism of the 

Committee from Cecil invoked the retort from Curzon that he had now learned for the first 

ti e that the e as a “e eta  of “tate fo  Middle Easte  affai s  a d that Mo tagu s 

pe eptio  of Ce il s appoi t e t as a te po a  solutio  a ou ted i  fa t to the 

disband e t of the Easte  Co ittee . Moreover, even though it had been withdrawn, 

Cu zo  ide tified Ce il s u sou d  p oposal of  August as the eatio  of a  imperium in 

imperio’ which would render the Eastern Committee largely irrelevant, and he announced 

that in those circumstances, he would have to ask to be relieved of his prese t duties. 60
 In 

all p o a ilit , Mo tagu e og ised Cu zo s p oposal as a  e pt  th eat, gi e  that at the 

conclusion of proceedings, he acclaimed Cu zo s u i ue  k owledge and experience.
61

  

While the e e e o fu the  atte pts to desta ilise Cu zo s committee at that time, Cecil 

continued to provide distractions.
62

 

 

At the end of September, Cecil chaired an Anglo-French conference at the Foreign 

Office, also without reference to the Eastern Committee,
63

 where a provisional agreement 

was reached for the administration of the regions allocated to France in the Sykes Picot 

Agreement, which were occupied or soon to be occupied  Ge e al Alle s Eg ptia  

Expeditionary Force heading towards Damascus. When, at its next meeting, the Committee 
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was informed of the text of the agreement, confusion over what it meant for Mesopotamia 

was settled by Sir Eyre Crowe, (Assistant Under-Secretary, Foreign Office), who explained 

that the agreement applied solely to the areas under the occupation of the Egyptian 

Expeditionary Force.
64

 However, Montagu drew the Co ittee s attention to the final 

paragraph of the agreement, which referred to a proposal for the British and French 

governments to issue a declaration, giving an assurance that neither government intended 

to annex any of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire post-war. Montagu asked 

whether the declaration would apply to Mesopotamia, to which Cecil replied that it 

undoubtedly applied to all Arab te ito ies  gi e  that the paragraph to which Montagu 

efe ed as spe ifi all  i se ted at ou  i siste e .65
 Shuckburgh stated that as far as he 

understood, the policy for Mesopotamia had been outlined by Cox and accepted by the 

Eastern Committee in April. If there were to be no annexations, Shuckburgh urged the 

Committee to make up its mind regarding Basra before tying their hands by a declaration 

hi h ould p e lude its a e atio  altogethe . 66
 No decision was made on the future 

status of Mesopotamia, however, given that questions relating to Mesopotamia became 

inextricably linked to the problem, as perceived by the Committee, of the Sykes-Picot 

Agreement. This question had remained unresolved since the matter was discussed at 

meetings in July and August, despite the Committee agreeing that the French government 

should be induced to abrogate the Agreement, one of the principal points being the 

exclusion of the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers from area (a), the French area 

of indirect control.
67
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Busch stated that the Eastern Committee was responsible for the text of the Anglo-

French Declaration.
 68

 However, the minutes show that the committee was presented with 

two drafts, the first written by Sykes, and the second, a day later, by Sykes and Eyre Crowe, 

both of which were criticised by members of the committee due to the ambiguity of the 

text. The Foreign Office was requested to write a third and final draft, however, there is no 

evidence that the Eastern Committee was consulted after the third draft was completed.
69

 

Analysis of the purpose of this declaration is well-trod ground.
70

 However, the minutes of 

the Easte  Co ittee s discussions provide a good explanation for how British policy-

makers rationalised the ea i g of self-dete i atio  i  o de  to o pl  ith its 

principles, and at the same time, safeguard British interests in Mesopotamia.  For example, 

adopti g Balfou s ea lie  atio alisatio , “hu k u gh o luded that hile a e atio  of 

Basra was now out of the question, the Anglo-French Declaration did not preclude some 

form of British control if the local population requested it.
71

 

 

At a meeting of the War Cabinet in early October, Lloyd George announced that he 

wished to conclude peace with the Ottoman Empire immediately. When reminded by 
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Curzon that in one of his war aims speeches Lloyd George had stated that Mesopotamia 

should e dealt ith at the Pea e Co fe e e, the P i e Mi iste  eto ted, if e ade 

pea e ith Tu ke  o , it ould e ou s a d ot Tu ke s to dispose of. He e, if P eside t 

Wilson raised questions of self-determination, he would be told that he must deal with us 

o  the atte . 72
 Sluglett argues that on the strength of the treatise, The Futu e of 

Mesopota ia  written in early 1918 by George Louis Beer, the United States government 

conceded to British aims in Mesopotamia.
73

 Regardless, the views expressed by Lloyd 

George suggest that the o it e t to Wood o  Wilso s li e al ideals ould e f a ed i  

order to preserve British imperial aims, while at the same time appearing to conform to the 

P eside t s edo.  

 

Given the general lack of attention to Mesopotamian policy over the preceding 

months, the India Office re-su itted Co s Ap il e o a du  to the o ittee in 

October, which like Shuckburgh, Montagu p esu ed as the authorised statement of the 

Mesopotamian policy of His Majest s Go e e t. 74
 However, when T.E. Lawrence, 

recently returned from Syria, appeared at the Eastern Committee at the end of October, his 

proposals threatened to upset that policy. With Feisal ensconced as head of an Arab 

administration in Damascus, Lawrence submitted a proposal to install his elder brother, 

Abdullah, as ruler of Baghdad and Lower Mesopotamia, and his younger brother, Zeid, in 

Upper Mesopotamia, which, according to Lawrence, was to be a sepa ate p o i e o  

ki gdo  disti t f o  Lo e  Mesopota ia a d “ ia.75
  In other words, he envisaged three 
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Arab kingdoms, under British influence, straddling the northern overland route from the 

Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf. 

 

Lieut.-General George Macdonogh, Adjutant-General to the British Forces, submitted 

a similar proposal, which T.J. Paris suggests, sig ified Wa  Offi e app o al of La e e s 

scheme.
76

  In Macdonogh s scenario, however, A dullah s a ea as to e u de  di e t 

British administration behind an Arab façade. In addition, he proposed the appointment of a 

High Commissioner to oversee a single politi al depa t e t fo  the hole A a  a ea , not 

directly connected with the Egyptian administration and not based in Cairo. He suggested a 

centre somewhere on the Suez Canal such as Ismailia, with subordinate British officials in 

the principle centres between Cairo and Baghdad.
77

 In both schemes, the reality of British 

control was evident, but the India Office espo se to La e e s p oposal as p edi ta l  

hostile. While denouncing King Husain and his scheming sons,  Hirtzel claimed that 

La e e had o fi st-hand knowledge at all  of the ie s of the Mesopota ia  populatio , 

and he dismissed La e e s claim of Arab solidarity, which he stated, we have no interest 

i  e ou agi g. 78
  

 

Towards the end of October, Cecil announced that he was forming a separate Middle 

Eastern Department in the Foreign Office, and grasped the opportunity provided by 

Macdonogh s note to re-introduce the subject of centralisation of control. But on this 

occasion, he envisaged the establishment of a condominium of the Foreign and India Offices 
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in his Middle Eastern Department, along the lines of the Department of Overseas Trade.
79

 

However, as for a single civil service for the area, no progress had been made since the idea 

was first raised in early 1917. Montagu opposed a War Office proposal to place the 

Mesopotamian service under the control of the Foreign Office temporarily, stati g that the 

Government of India had administered Mesopotamia with great success, and would regard 

the transfer of their duties to the Foreign Office as something in the atu e of a slight. 80
 The 

question of a Commission of Inquiry to investigate conditions in Mesopotamia first-hand, 

also unresolved since 1917, also came to the attention of the Eastern Committee at the end 

of October. However, that too was eventually shelved, but not before another confrontation 

between Curzon and Cecil. 

 

The Acting Civil Commissioner in Baghdad had accepted that the arrival of a 

Commission of Inquiry in Mesopotamia would not be suitable before the opinions of the 

local population had been canvassed. However, arguments in the Eastern Committee, and in 

private correspondence, reveal that there had been little progress on formulating a policy in 

Mesopotamia, given that some of the questions the Commission was to have resolved had 

been those which were being asked at the beginning of the year. While insisting that Cox s 

April policy still stood, the India Office sought to revive the Commission proposed by Cox in 

1917, i  o de  to fo  a lea e  idea i  ou  o  i ds as to the ai  li es o  hi h e a e 

to proceed  elati g to the commercial development of the country. The note revealed that 
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there was a good deal of interest among the commercial community in Britain at the 

prospect of entering new markets in Mesopotamia, but given the uncertain future status of 

the country, the India Office was unable to encourage potential investors.
81

  

 

As a result, a draft set of instructions for the proposed Commission was submitted to 

the Eastern Committee by the India Office, containing points for consideration. These 

included economic and development questions, the size of the British garrison required in 

peace time, and the question of Mosul. However, the committee objected to two points of 

considerable political importance contained in the instructions. Firstly, the suggestion that 

the Commission should make pronouncements on a head of state, and what relationship, if 

any, he should have with the King of the Hejaz and, echoing Wilso s ish to keep 

Mesopotamia apart from the rest of the Arab countries, in what position the Arab state, or 

states, should be in relation to the Sykes-Pi ot Ag ee e t s confederation of Arab States, if 

that was to be established.
 82

 An additional paragraph was circulated for consideration 

which, while in accord with the objectives of Cox and Wilson in Baghdad, ran completely 

against the principles embodied in the Anglo-French Declaration, shortly to be broadcast. 

The paragraph read:  

It is essential at all times, and more particularly during the initial stages, that British 

control over the new administration should be as complete and effective as possible. 

Othe ise, i  “i  P. Co s o ds, the country has no future, for it would be 

impossible to get money for its development unless investors are satisfied that their 

interests are fully safeguarded, a condition which cannot be assured except under 

protective British supervision .
83
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Cecil informed the Committee that he was very much in favour of a Commission going 

ahead, st essi g that, u a a e of the B itish go e e t s i te tio s, the A a s e e 

becoming uneasy. Given that the Committee had not decided on a post-war policy, he 

believed that the findings of a Commission would assist in framing a policy, and in advising 

as to the ight ki d of ad i ist atio  to adopt i  Mesopota ia. 84
 Curzon countered that if 

the Commission went ahead, it would become public knowledge, questions would be asked 

in Parliament, and the suspicions of the Allies would be raised ega di g the go e e t s 

intentions.
85

   Following a heated discussion, the Committee decided, with Cecil dissenting, 

to drop the matter for the present.
86

  Ce il s attitude regarding the way the Commission was 

vetoed angered Curzon, who expostulated indignantly that  

if my principal colleague is to proclaim before the assembled Committee that the 

Eastern Committee is hated by all the Departments (as it evidently is by himself) and 

that he would like to move for a return of all the recommendations that it has 

postponed (including I may remark a good many very unwise ones) I confess that I 

feel little temptation to go on.
87

 

 

Cu zo s response to Ce il s later apology for his outburst at the committee meeting was 

revealing. Among the reasons for vetoing the Commission was his   

conviction that if we acted prematurely we should not be helping but hindering our 

case at the Peace Conference, and giving a handle to the Pacifists, Idealists, anti-

imperialists and Incompetents at large, who will be against British occupation in any 

form.
88

 

 

Given Ce il s involvement in discussions on the establishment of the League of Nations from 

early 1918, Cu zo s out u st revealed the ideological gulf which separated them on issues 
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relating to the post-war settlement.
89

  The most surprising perhaps, as Cu zo s admission 

that the main structural outlines of the future Government of Mesopotamia will have to be 

dete i ed …  diplo ati  egotiatio s ith Ki g Hussei  a d his so s. 90
 During Cabinet 

discussions on a head for the future Arab State, Curzon had remained strangely silent; his 

appa e t o e sio  to the “ha ifia  ause as o e likel  to have been a pragmatic 

calculation relating to the requirement to reconcile his imperial aims with Wilsonian liberal 

ideals, athe  tha  the esult of T.E. La e e s i flue e. 91
   Alternatively, Fisher argued 

that consonant with his imperial acquisitiveness, Curzon s suppo t fo  Hussei  was 

motivated by a determination to prevent France and Italy from establishing influence in 

strategically important points in the Arabian Peninsula and the Persian Gulf.
92

 

 

By the end of 1918, the British and Indian Governments were exercising five 

different techniques of imperial control in the Middle East: the Hejaz, recognised as 

independent, but subsidised by Great Britain; formal protectorates with titular Arab heads 

in Egypt, Aden and Kuwait; the Arabian and Gulf Sheikhs, under a form of indirect control, 

by means of a treaty and subsidy; an Arab administration under British military occupation 

in Syria, and direct rule under British military occupation in Palestine and Mesopotamia. Yet 

a coherent and coordinated policy for the areas under British control was still under 
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consideration when the Armistice was signed on 31 October, 1918, leaving the Eastern 

Committee unprepared for peace. 

 

The problem, according to Cecil, was that while according to the terms of the Anglo-

French Declaration, annexation was out of the question, it appeared that it was not possible 

to set up a local Arab chieftain as nominal head of state, since according to information he 

had received from un-named sources who had recently returned from Mesopotamia, Co s 

nominee, the Na i  of Baghdad, as o  o side ed to e i p a ti a le .93
 Making his 

second appearance before the Eastern Committee, T.E. Lawrence suggested that since 

Hussein had proclaimed himself King of the Arab countries in December 1916, (a title which 

the British Government refused to recognise) this might  be useful at the Peace Conference. 

According to Lawrence, it would be desi a le  to have an Arab prince as head of state in 

Mesopotamia, and there was no family other than Hussei s which could provide one. 

However, Curzon and Montagu declined to endorse La e e s suggestion, pending receipt 

of the views of the Acting Civil Commissioner.
94

 Moreover, according to Shuckburgh, 

Wilson s a a ge e t ith the Ku dish hiefs appeared to ule out La e e s p oposal fo  

a e t al A a o-Ku dish Ki gdo .95
 

 

Towards the end of November, the Eastern Committee finally set about the task of 

discussing a future policy in Mesopotamia, from Basra from Mosul, if the French 
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Government could be persuaded to abrogate the Sykes-Picot Agreement.
96

 However, 

division of opinion on almost every aspect of the policy to be implemented revealed that 

there were still more questions for the authorities in Mesopotamia. The Committee decided 

to postpone the discussions, recommending instead that Montagu consult the Acting Civil 

Commissioner on the following points:  

Do the peoples of Mesopotamia desire a single Arab state from Mosul down to the 

Gulf? Do they want an Arab ruler to be set up as a titular head of a single Arab State 

in this area? If so, who is the most available man?
 97

 

  

Accordingly, Wilson was to be instructed to conduct a survey of the views of the local 

population.
98

  

 

In the interim, the Foreign Office Political Intelligence Department circulated a paper 

introducing a proposal for the British government to administer Mesopotamia as a trustee, 

under the supervision of a League of Nations.
 99

  Annexation of territory was definitely ruled 

out, gi e  that the go e e t did ot ish to o it … to pe a e t politi al a d 

ilita  lia ilities of su h ide s ope .100
 But while the paper indicated a degree of 

uncertainty as to the form of the proposed state, Cecil announced that the policy for 

Mesopotamia had been settled. Yet the policy, according to Cecil, suggested that the period 

of trusteeship would extend well beyond the twenty-five years which Sykes had proposed 
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earlier in 1918.   Furthermore, on the subject of a head of state, Cecil declared that 

Abdullah,  

from all I have heard of him, will do tolerably well if we have the right man to control 

him. He is a cleverish fellow, I understand, and is thought to be the cleverest of the 

“he if s so s.101
  

 

 

 

Montagu opposed the Foreign Office recommendations, at the same time urging that 

it as ital  to ake a de isio .  Exposing the lack of clarity almost one month after the 

Armistice had been signed, he declared that  

we might perfectly well carry through the Peace Conference a suggestion that we do 

intend to set up an Arab confederacy, Kingdom, Presidency, Federation, or 

something, but that we are not yet prepared with the right solution and we will 

discuss it.
102

 

 

The India Office Political Depa t e t s contribution to the debate revealed that while there 

may have been differences over the extent of British control to be exercised, India Office 

officials envisaged a similar solution. Reiterating that the annexation of territory or the 

declaration of protectorates was precluded by the declarations made during the war, they 

did not preclude indirect British control e e ised th ough a  i dige ous ad i ist atio . 103
 

As was evident in these memoranda, the rationalisation of the meaning of self-

dete i atio  assisted in overcoming the hurdles provided by those war-time pledges and 

declarations. To prove his point, Hirtzel exaggerated the threat to British interests in the 

Persian Gulf in order to buttress his case for maximising British gains. A resurgent Germany, 

he charged, in search of raw materials would, by commercial and political penetration and 

the dissemination of anti-British propaganda, necessitate the deployment of troops to 

                                                           
101

 Curzon Papers, F112/274, f. 165: Eastern Committee, 39
th

 minutes, 27 November, 1918.   
102

 Curzon Papers, F112/274, f. 166: Eastern Committee, 39
th

 minutes, 27 November, 1918.  
103

 Cu zo  Pape s, F / , f. : I dia  Deside ata fo  Pea e “ettle e t , Note  Politi al Depa t e t, 
India Office), 4 December, 1918.   



126 

 

defe d B itish i te ests. Ge a  a ships ould appea  i  the Gulf a d all the p edisposi g 

causes of an international quarrel would be ep odu ed .104
 In laying out his case, Hirtzel 

revealed his adherence to pre-war imperial thinking, changed political circumstances 

notwithstanding, and together with his refusal to consider Abdullah as a future head of 

state, signalled the desire of Indian authorities to keep Mesopotamia a place apart from 

Hussei s i flue e.105
 

 

Troubled by the lack of clarity regarding the post-war policy for Mesopotamia, Jan 

Smuts suggested in early December that the solution rested in the establishment of a 

League of Nations, explaining to the Committee how he believed a system of mandates 

might operate.
106

 But there was little interest. Curzon merely asked if the system could be 

applied to Mesopotamia, before the Committee moved on, over the course of the next two 

meetings, to lengthy and inconclusive discussions regarding the post-war distribution of the 

remaining Ottoman territories which would best serve British interests in the Middle East 

and India.
107
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At the same time, Curzon appeared to have accepted the mandate concept. 

Uncharacteristically adopting a liberal approach, he expressed the hope that if the system 

was adopted B itai s ole as a dato  po e  o e  Mesopota ia ould e ief, 

otherwise he concluded, it ould eak us do . 108
    

 

In mid-December, the Committee approved the Ci il Co issio e s a a ge e ts 

with the tribal leaders in southern Mosul province, p o idi g that o defi ite assu a e  

was given that the Kurds would remain under British control.
109

   At the meeting held on 18 

December, Curzon informed the Committee that due to the impending arrival of President 

Wilson, the War Cabinet had decided to hold a series of Imperial War Cabinet meetings in 

order to a i e at de isio s a o g ou sel es , regarding the establishment of the League of 

Nations, and issues concerning Syria, Palestine, Constantinople and Mesopotamia.
110

 That 

said, he produced a set of resolutions for the area currently occupied and administered in 

Mesopotamia, from Basra to Mosul, which he invited the Committee to consider.
111

  Given 

the conflicts and strained relations between members of the Committee, it was something 

of a triumph for Curzon that his resolutions were approved, with only minor textual 

modifications. 
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Predictably, there would be no annexation of territory, or the declaration of a British 

protectorate, but rather, the establishment of an Arab government or governments. While 

it was recognised that edu ated opi io  i  the a ea o e ed as still being consulted, 

the support and protection of a Great European Power was still viewed as indispensable 

[and] … the espo si ilit  should e a epted  G eat B itai . 112
   

 

Notes exchanged between the India Office and Foreign Office in December 

demonstrate that a gulf still existed on the subject of Arab nationalism, and that the India 

Office continued to resist what it perceived as interference in its domain in Mesopotamia.
113

 

Moreover, all attempts to centralise control had proved unsuccessful. Ce il s effo ts to 

create a separate Middle Eastern Department in the Foreign Office along the lines he 

contemplated had failed, according to the account of Busch, the victim of internal Foreign 

Office conflict and India Office obstruction.
114

  

 

Conclusion.  

As an arbiter between departments with different criteria and overlapping responsibilities, 

the Eastern Committee demonstrably failed in its purpose. As an executive authority it was 

unsuccessful, lacking the resources to function adequately in administrative matters. What 
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it came to most resemble was a focus group; discussing ideas, but deciding very little. Its 

recommendations for the War Cabinet prior to the Peace Conference envisaged some form 

of Arab administration under British control, but there was no clarity on the level of British 

control to be exercised, the choice of a head of state, or indeed, the territorial extent of the 

proposed Arab state.  

 

Together with inter-departmental friction, ideological differences and personal 

jealousies played a part i  the Easte  Co ittee s i o pete e as a poli -making body. 

The veneer of civility apparent in the records of the committee meetings concealed the 

extent of the tension between Curzon and Cecil, which is apparent in their private 

correspondence.
115

  In addition, the Conservatives Balfour and Curzon disliked the Liberal, 

Montagu, 
116

 while Balfou s sporadic attendances at meetings appear to have been more 

distracting than helpful. But given that at his request, records were not kept of portions of 

Balfou s contributions to debates, the rest is conjecture. Many historians place the blame 

on Curzon for the deficiencies of the committee system. Arguably, some of this criticism is 

misplaced; for example, Goldstei s iti ue of Cu zo s p oli it  isses the poi t that his 

dissertations at the opening of each meeting, if perhaps over-long, were probably 

necessary, given that collectively, the Co ittee s k o ledge of the East, and 

Mesopotamia in particular, was limited to ea h e e s a ea of ju isdi tio .
117
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The i te depa t e tal a , waged mainly on paper, is less evident in the minutes 

of the Co ittee s p o eedi gs, given that not all the papers and memoranda submitted to 

the Committee reached the discussion stage. Unreliable or insufficient communications with 

the periphery also played a part. But for all its shortcomings, the e o ds of the Co ittee s 

proceedings provide an insight into the development and formulation of policy in the 

polycratic system, the rationalisation of the meaning of self-determination in order to 

reconcile imperial aims within the framework of Wilsonian liberal idealism, and finally, the 

dependence of officials in London on influential proconsuls for the management of 

empire.
118

 Paradoxically, on all sides involved in the inter-departmental hostilities, the 

argument was over means rather than ends. But as long as the question of centralisation of 

control remained unresolved, the development of a coherent policy remained a remote 

possibility. 

 

The demise of the Eastern Committee was prompted by a complaint from Sir 

Maurice Hankey at the end of December 1918 that the committee had become too large, 

and its business entailed too much extra work for the Cabinet Secretariat.
119

 At the same 

time, Cecil and Smuts resigned from the committee in order to join the British Empire 

Delegation to the peace conference in Paris.
120

  At the 49
th

 meeting of the Eastern 

Committee on 7 January 1919, the only members remaining, Montagu and Shuckburgh from 

the India Office, and Maj.-Gen. W. Thwaites, the Director of Military Intelligence, agreed to 

Cu zo s suggestio  fo  the dissolutio  of the o ittee, and its replacement by an inter-
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departmental conference to deal with questions of policy where departmental 

responsibilities overlapped.
 121

 Thus, in 1919, the Inter-Departmental Conference on Middle 

Eastern Affairs, again chaired by Lord Curzon, A ti g Fo eig  “e eta  i  Balfou s a se e, 

took on the unfinished business of the unlamented Eastern Committee.  
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Chapter Four: 

 

The Fruits of Victory, part I: Divided Councils, 1919-1920. 

 

 

 

The Inter-departmental Conference on Middle Eastern Affairs proved no more 

successful than its predecessor in the formulation of Mesopotamian policy, or indeed, in 

settling the i te depa t e tal a  o e  its administrative control. Addi g to Cu zo s 

frustration, the Conference lacked the executive powers of its predecessor, serving only 

as an advisory body. Moreover, meetings were held on an irregular basis, according to the 

availability of personnel, who were, during this period, shuttling back and forth between 

London and Paris, San Remo, and Geneva. Decisions were often postponed because of 

disagreement between Ministers or experts.
1
 Indeed, while debates occurred within set 

parameters, by mid-1920 there was no clear policy or centre of policy production for 

Mesopotamia. 

 

 

It was widely assumed in government circles that the terms of the Ottoman Peace 

Treaty would be settled quickly, however those negotiations were delayed in favour of 

the putatively more important task of settling the peace in Europe.
2
  Negotiations were 

further delayed by the U ited “tates  et eat i to isolatio  i  , a d friction with the 

French government over Syria and Mosul.
3
  Moreover, towards the end of February, the 

India Office was informed that the British case regarding the future of the Ottoman 
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Empire had not yet been prepared.
4
  As a result, according to Da i  the exercise of 

British authority in the Middle East was shaped more by local circumstances than by the 

di tates of a oo di ated st ateg . 5
  

 

At the fifth plenary session of the Peace Conference, on 28 April 1919, the 

Supreme Council
6
 was presented with the draft Covenant of the League of Nations. 

Article 22 of this document stated that 

[c]ertain communities formerly belonging to the Turkish Empire have reached a 

stage of development where their existence as independent nations can be 

provisionally recognised subject to the rendering of administrative advice and 

assistance by a Mandatory until such time as they are able to stand alone.
7
 

 

Article 22 of the Covenant was incorporated into the Treaty of Versailles, signed on 28 

June, 1919, thus setting the parameters within which future British policy for the Middle 

East would be framed. A number of ministers expressed early doubts concerning the 

operation of the mandates, the Foreign Secretary in particular, who expressed concern 

regarding the necessity of creation of machinery of inspection, which would cause 

f i tio  et ee  the Ma dato  Po e  a d the League of Natio s. 8
  During the delay, 

the slippage between professed aims and realpolitik remained. When the Treaty of 

Versailles was signed, Mesopotamia remained under military occupation; the only 
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certainty was that while Britain was determined to hold on to its war time territorial 

acquisitions, in real terms, there was little clarity on precisely what this would entail.  

 

The search for a head of state for Mesopotamia continued for a brief time in early 

1919, prompted by an enquiry from Balfour in Paris, regarding the selection of Abdullah 

as possible titular Amir of Mesopotamia, a proxy ruler who would not seek to interfere in 

the administration of the country, according to imperial practices elsewhere.
9
 Curzon 

countered that the Political Officer in Baghdad had reported growing hostility  a o g the 

local population to Sharif Hussein and his sons, and indeed, owing to racial and religious 

divisions, opposition to a single Arab head of State. Gertrude Bell, whose opinion counted 

in London, was reportedly also strongly against  a “ha ifia  head of state.10
  On 3 

February, the Foreign Office received a reply from Cairo in response to a query regarding 

A dullah s leadership qualities, together with the esults of Wilso s su e  of the views 

of the local population, oth of hi h oded ill fo  A dullah s ha es i  Mesopota ia.  

In Orientalist tones, Kinahan Cornwallis, the director of the Arab Bureau, reported that 

while he believed Abdullah to e the cleverest and strongest of the brothers with 

considerable political flair , he was also  

unscrupulous, oriental in thought and actions, and versed in the Constantinople 

school of intrigue … extravagant, fond of display and flattery, and very ambitious, 

he might not long be content to be mere figurehead or remain effective in titular 

position.
11

 

 

Furthermore, the results of Wilso s su e  revealed that while a number of those 

consulted opted for a continuation of British rule, local opinion on a single Arab state and 

a head of state was divided, the interviewees in Baghdad expressing the strongest desire 

                                                           
9
 FO371/4148/13298: A.J. Balfour, (Astoria), telegram no. 121 to Foreign Office, 23 January, 1919.  

10
 FO371/4148/13298: Curzon to Balfour, 26 January, 1919. 

11
 FO371/4148/20262, Sir M. Cheetham (Cairo), telegram no. 180, to the Foreign Office 3 February, 1919. 



134 

 

for a single state with a Sharifian ruler.
12

  The method of extracting the information 

contained in the survey was c iti ised  the Fo eig  Offi e. While Wilso s t a sa tio s 

with the Kurdish chiefs in December 1918 had been approved by the Eastern Committee, 

for Curzon, this example of proconsular autonomy was a step too far.
13 

 Nonetheless, a 

minimalist form of consultation had been undertaken, which Cox had advised in April 

1918 would be a worthless exercise.
 14

   

 

A portent of the obstacles in the path to a future policy for Mesopotamia as 

perceived by the authorities in Baghdad, was embodied in a missive received in Cairo 

from the Iraq (Society) Committee, a group of Mesopotamian ex-Ottoman officers serving 

with Feisal in Damascus, announcing that Iraq was to be an independent state under one 

of the sons of Hussein, albeit relying on the aid of Great Britain.
15

 Hubert Young
16

  noted 

that hilst se i g ith Feisal s fo es i  , he had spoke  ith Nu i es “aid,17
 who 

had complained about the treatment he had been accorded in 1914. According to Young s 

account, Nuri told him the autho ities i  Mesopota ia t ied to tie the  do  
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prematurely to a definition of their future attitude if we were to assist them to attain 

independence rather than to occupy Mesopotamia ou sel es. 18
  

 

Given Co s e uest to a ou e the a e atio  of Bas a i  De e e  , a d 

the attitude of the political authorities to the establishment of an Arab movement in 

Mesopotamia, the disingenuousness of this statement is striking, but it is not clear if the 

misrepresentation lay with Nuri or Young. A staunch supporter of Feisal, Young declared 

that the Anglo-French Declaration would have given the Mesopotamian ex-officers in 

Syria cause to assume that there would be no direct British rule in Mesopotamia.  

Therefore, he said, when they returned home, they would e the fi st to ause diffi ulties 

if they think that we are not acting up to our pledges.
19

 The Foreign Office warned 

against giving assurances to the Mesopotamians in Damascus, gloomily reflecting that 

[o]u  e pe ie e of doi g so i  the past does ot see  e ou agi g … ou  
promises either conflict with something that has been promised to somebody else 

or that subsequent developments make it impossible to fulfil them.
20

  

 

While the question of a head of state for Mesopotamia was discussed at intervals during 

the p o eedi gs of Cu zo s I te depa t e tal Co fe e e, o de isio  as e e  

reached. 

 

At the same time, the question of a controlling agency for the Middle East arose 

again, as a result of an enquiry from the War Office as to what the future policy for 

Mesopotamia was to be, and who was to be responsible for its formulation. The Army 

Council stressed the urgency of reaching a decision on this matter, due to the post-war 
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 FO371/4148/18974: H.W. Young minute on Sir M. Cheetham, Cairo, to Foreign Office, 4 February, 1919.  
19

 Ibid. 
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demobilisation of forces,
21

  and the impending transfer of military departments to the 

civilian administration.
22

 However, the Foreign Office had no answer. In early February, 

Kidston noted that the recently re-established Foreign Office Eastern Department was not 

equipped for the purpose. Furthermore, a suggestion for a Commission to be sent out to 

Mesopotamia to examine the situation first-hand was again dismissed by Curzon, on the 

grounds that nothing of that nature could be contemplated until the mandate had been 

awarded.
 23

 So they waited, allowing situations to develop, and other parties to grasp the 

initiative. 

 

From Paris, Lord Derby, the British Ambassador, expressed frustration at the lack 

of progress towards the settlement of the terms of the Ottoman peace treaty, 

complaining to Curzon  

[i]t appears to me that we have got no settled policy on any single subject, and 

dis ussio  follo s dis ussio  ithout a  esult ei g a i ed at … At the p ese t 
moment it is a policy of drift which I think is perfectly fatal.

24
 

 

While presumably the Cabinet or Cu zo s Co ittee should have been 

responsible for overseeing future policy for Mesopotamia, Montagu delegated the 

responsibility to the Acting Civil Commissioner to work out the details of the vague policy 

principles the India Office provided.
25

  Wilson was instructed to inform the India Office of 
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his proposal for an Arab state or group of states, which would provide for Arab 

pa ti ipatio  i  a  i easi g easu e as ti e goes o , ith the o je t of p e e ting 

Arab Nationalism from being drawn into permanent oppositio  to B itish o t ol.   

Accordingly, Wilson was advised that the constitution should e fle i le  e ough to gi e 

full pla  to the diffe e t ele e ts of the populatio  … e og isi g a d incorporating local 

peculiarities and idiosyncrasies . Montagu conceded that while his vague instructions 

would probably be of little assistance, they would at the very least, give him an indication 

of the go e e t s i te tio s. 26
 Given the views Wilson had expressed a few months 

previously, it is somewhat surprising that Montagu would expect him to make 

recommendations which would be acceptable to the government in London, or indeed, to 

the League of Nations. 

 

In February, Stanley Baldwin, financial secretary to the Treasury, expressed alarm 

at a proposal by the War Office to outlay funds for the construction of houses and 

railways in Mesopotamia.
27

   This provoked a dispute between the War and India Offices 

over which department was responsible for expenditure on civil projects. Curzon speedily 

vetoed a proposal by the War Office for the Foreign Office to assume control of civil 

expenditure, and ultimately it was agreed that the military authorities in Mesopotamia 

were to be instructed that undue funds were not to be expended on civil projects.
28

 While 

the men on the spot continued to act on the belief that public order, security, and future 

development depended on a continued British presence, Mesopotamia was costing the 
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British taxpayer millions of pounds annually. Yet during the period when the departments 

of state argued over the future administration of the country, it seems none were willing 

to pay for it. 

 

This and other questions relating to administrative and political matters were 

among the subjects proposed for discussion with Colonel Wilson in London in January. 

While expressing reluctance to leave Mesopotamia, he decided that if he did not state his 

case in person, due to its isolation, Mesopotamia might be overlooked in favour of 

matters relating to Egypt and Syria.
29

 Thus, following his attendance at the peace 

conference in Paris, Wilson travelled to London, and in early April, formulated a list of the 

large number of subjects which awaited a firm direction from London; for example, 

finance, air policy and the possibility of reducing the garrisons, railway policy, colonisation 

and immigration policy, the cost of maintaining refugees, irrigation policy, the perennial 

question of a civil service for Mesopotamia, and the future constitution of the Arab 

state.
30

   

 

Shuckburgh discussed some of the difficulties confronting the political authorities 

in Mesopotamia, with regard to fi a e a d the t a sfe  of uasi- i il  ilita  

departments to the civil administration. The transfer of the departments of Local 

Resources, Inland Water Transport, Port Directorate, Labour and Public Works, Railways, 
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Telegraphs, and Medical directorates all presented problems, given the lack of available 

staff post-war. During the war, these departments had accounted for 1,452 British 

offi e s, o e tha  ,  othe  a ks , a d ,  I dia  follo e s , app o i atel  

half of whom were employed for the duration, the remainder on contract for fixed 

periods.
31

 Given Treasury predictions of a deficit in local revenues for the coming year, 

along with the loss of half his available labour force, Wilso s o e s e e o e tha  

justified. However, the discussions of the Interdepartmental Conference at the first of 

two meetings he attended demonstrated that not all of the questions for which he sought 

advice were raised, let alone settled. Rather, consideration of his concerns was 

postponed on the basis that nothing could be done until after the mandates had been 

distributed.
32

  In his memoir, Wilso  lai ed that Cu zo  as little disposed  to liste  to 

his views; at the meeting, Curzon had put aside his p oposals fo  de elop e t ith the 

e a k that su h i te esti g spe ulatio s e e p e atu e, a d the efo e u p ofita le. 33
  

However, on the constitution of the new state, the Conference approved his proposal for 

the creation of locally-run provincial, divisional and municipal councils, and he was 

authorised  

to take steps fo  the eatio  of fi e p o i es … fo  I a  p ope , a d of a  A a  
province of Mosul, surrounded by a fringe of autonomous Kurdish States under 

Kurdish chiefs, with British political advisers.
34

      

 

While a Commission of Inquiry had been vetoed earlier, frustrated by the lack of 

any further direction from London, Wilson requested the se i es of so e offi e  of 
                                                           
31
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eputatio  a d of e pe ie e  to isit Mesopota ia to obtain the views of the population, 

particularly those of the ota les a d offi ials of all lasses , on whether they could form 

an administration. Sir Walter Lawrence was suggested, as Wilson believed he would also 

be able to offer advice on financial policy in Mesopotamia, given his previous experience 

in Palestine and Syria.
35

  While Shuckburgh and Hirtzel supported the request, Hirtzel 

noted that Wilso s ad i ist atio  as receiving criticism from the British authorities in 

Syria, and from the military chief, Lieut.-Colonel Sir George MacMunn, ho thi ks he 

ould do it a g eat deal ette  hi self . Hi tzel expressed some sympathy with Wilson s 

request for an enquiry, given that he believed it was essential that officials in London 

were aware of conditions in Mesopotamia before its a date is d a  up . 36
 

Significantly, Hi tzel s ote revealed, perhaps unconsciously, the loose control exercised 

by the India Office over its men on the spot and the jurisdictional confusion which 

contributed to the situation he now faced. However, after communicating with the 

Foreign Office, Shuckburgh noted that Curzon considered any further investigations 

should be postponed until after the mandate had been awarded.
37

  

 

Cu zo s espo se may have related to the fact that at the time of these 

discussions, Sir John Cowans, the former Army Quartermaster-General, in company with 

t o e pe ts  f o  “hell e e o du ti g geologi al su e s fo  pote tial oil 
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exploration.
38

 At the same time, American oil companies were pressing for similar rights 

through their embassy in London.
39

 In December, Curzon repeated his strictures on 

de elop e t he  the u pu lished T ade Co issio e s  ‘epo t of  as dis ussed 

once more, stating that he viewed with some unease a p e atu e lau hi g out i to 

operations which might well prove a source of embarrassment vis-à-vis the future 

Government of Iraq, or with othe  Po e s. 40
 It is ot e ti el  lea  hethe  Cu zo s 

strictures related o l  to the sea h fo  Mesopota ia s oil, ut gi e  A e i a  o e s, 

it seems likely.  

 

The question of oil aside, criticism of Wilso s administration from Syria received 

the same response. According to Montagu, Mesopotamia was not ready for the pu el  

atio al go e e t  the Mesopotamian ex-officers desired, but which at the same time 

they recognised ould ha e to e suppo ted  the a  of o upatio .  Thus, in spite of 

his approval of Wilso s e o e datio s, Montagu adopted Cu zo s app oach, 

recommending that the Mesopotamians in Syria should be advised that until the Peace 

Conference decided upon the mandatory power for Mesopotamia, it would be 

p e atu e to atte pt o stitutio al e pe i e ts. 41
  At the same time, concerned with 

Wilso s hea -ha ded  ad i ist ati e st le, Hi tzel p essed fo  the immediate recall of 

Cox from Teheran.
42
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Hi tzel s o e s sig alled that he a d “hu k u gh had parted company over 

support for Wilson. Criticising Wilso s Ap il s he e, Hirtzel described the establishment 

of p o i ial a d dist i t ou ils as a B itish p ote to ate  athe  tha  a  A a  state.43
  

For his part, Shuckburgh chafed at the local effect of the ongoing delay regarding the 

form of the Arab administration to be installed in Mesopotamia. Against a backdrop of 

civil unrest in Egypt, India, Malta, and Ireland, war on the North-West Frontier of India, 

and tribal unrest in Mesopotamia,
44

 Shuckburgh stated 

We must either govern Mesopotamia, or not govern it. There is no via media that I 

can see. Feisal and his friends (not all of them Arabs) want us not to govern it. 

They may be right, but if we decide not to govern, we ought at least to inform our 

Civil Commissioner of our decision, and let him make his dispositions accordingly.
45

  

 

Hirtzel countered that everyone knows we are not going to govern  Mesopotamia; my 

o plai t agai st Col. Wilso  … is that he does ot see  to o p ehe d the fa t, 

although he has been here and seen and heard for hi self. 46
  But what did he see and 

hear? The Interdepartmental Conference which had approved his steps towards 

constitutional development, but failed to address most other points upon which he 

sought advice.  Mo eo e , it see ed to ha e slipped Hi tzel s i d that fou  o ths had 

passed since Wilso  had see  a d hea d fo  hi self , yet the officials at the India Office 

remained paralysed and divided, awaiting Cox s return from Persia. Private 

correspondence between Montagu and Curzon during August and September revealed 

that while Montagu also sought Co s ea l  etu  to Mesopota ia, ulti atel  he 
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deferred to Curzon, who declared that it as ital  that Co  e ai  i  Tehe a  u til the 

following year in order to complete negotiations for the Anglo-Persian Treaty.
47

  

 

If authorities at the India Office were confused and divided, the Foreign Secretary 

in Paris was no less so.  Considering the contradictions inherent in the pledges made to 

Hussein, the Sykes-Picot Agreement, the Anglo-French Declaration, the Covenant of the 

League of Nations, and the directions to an American-sponsored commission of inquiry in 

early 1919, Balfour declared  there was o lea - ut poli . He concluded that he e 

the Covenant of the League of Nations is in contradiction with the Agreement of 1916, it 

is presumably the Co e a t hi h ust e held to ep ese t ou  poli . 48
   Balfou s 

confusion was echoed by Curzon in London, who wrote,  

AJB is in Paris pursuing one poli . I a  he e pu sui g a othe  … No-o e … k o s 
what might be done and meanwhile of course nothing is done and we go on 

getting deeper and deeper into the mire.
49

   

 

Curzon was not referring solely to Mesopotamian policy perhaps, but to wider issues 

relating to decisions made by the peacemakers in Paris which he sensed would result in 

difficulties in the future: for example, the question of Armenia, the decision of the 

Supreme Council in May to allow the Greek army to occupy Smyrna, and his concerns 

relating to the difficulty of reconciling Zionist aspirations with Arab rights in Palestine.
50
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Of more significance, Walters asserted that Balfour and Curzon were working at cross 

purposes due to Curzon s reluctance to base British foreign policy on the Covenant.
51

 On 

a more practical level, in response to criticism of military expenditure from Liberal and 

Labour members of Parliament, Churchill insisted that Army Estimates could not be 

reduced merely on the basis of the security promised by the League of Nations.
52

 

  

In October 1919, President Wilson was incapacitated by a stroke, and 

subsequently, the United States withdrew from the influential role in the Middle East 

which the British government had anticipated.
53

  As one correspondent to The Times 

noted, 

[t]o each and every suggestion that was made about the future of Mesopotamia 

the stereotyped reply was given, Nothing can be done until the future political 

status of the country has been determined and this awaits the decision of the 

Peace Conference . The decision of the Peace Conference waited on America, and 

a whole year was lost.
54

 

 

The withdrawal of the United States, while a cause for concern regarding the existence of 

the League of Nations,
55

 was not the sole reason for the delay.  By October, Curzon was 

expressing frustration concerning the interminable conflict with the French government 

over the Sykes-Picot Agreement.
56

  Also impatient with the delay, and viewing the 
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situation in Mesopotamia with increasing unease, the India Office dismissed Cu zo s 

aiti g fo  the a date  e use, i fo i g the Fo eig  Offi e that 

Mr Montagu assumes that, whatever may be the decision of the Peace Conference 

in regard to other parts of the Ottoman Empire, there can be no doubt that the 

Mandate  for Mesopotamia will be ent usted to G eat B itai  …This being the 

position it ought not to be impossible to make some pronouncement which would 

ease the local situation by reassuring the people of Mesopotamia as to the 

permanence of British influence, without contravening the spirit of previous 

declarations or the general policy of the Allied Powers.
57

  

 

Montagu had effectively exposed the tension between stated and unstated aims. There 

was a solution, however, based on Balfou s atio alisatio  of the ea i g of self-

dete i atio  i  Ap il .  Montagu requested Curzon to consider whether Wilson 

should be authorised to publish a statement, based on the Anglo-French Declaration, to 

the effect that  

the inhabitants of Mesopotamia having pronounced in favour of the British 

o e tio , H.M. s Go t. ega d it as lea l  i u e t o  the sel es to affo d to 
the local administration to be created there the support and effective assistance  

contemplated in the Declaration.
58

  

 

Curzo  eje ted Mo tagu s p oposal e ause of ide  international considerations,
59

 

provoking a furious response from Shuckburgh: 

The letter is a most unsatisfactory document; extremely curt and indeed barely 

civil in tone. We are told that Lord Curzon considers our proposal as inadvisable  

ut o easo s a e gi e  fo  H.L. s view. Considering the terms of our letter, and 

the importance which we attached to finding a solution of what is a very real 

difficulty, we have every ground for complaint at the summary and contemptuous 

fashion in which the F.O. have treated us. I am much tempted to submit a 

controversial rejoinder, but I fear it would be no good.
60
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It is perhaps no coincidence that after this exchange, Montagu wrote to Curzon privately, 

requesting that the India Office be relieved of direct responsibility for Mesopotamia.
61

 At 

the same time, the Foreign Office forwarded to Hirtzel a letter from T.E. Lawrence to 

Curzon, in which he criticised the Mesopotamian administration, and suggested that in 

order to convince Feisal to accept a French mandate over Syria, the British Government 

should issue a  assu a e that ou  pledges ith ega d to the A a  ha a te  of the 

Go e e t of Mesopota ia hold good. 62
 Furthermore, Lawrence insisted that in order 

to relieve tensions in Mesopotamia, Cox should return immediately, thereby relieving 

Wilson of his post. Hi tzel s espo se revealed that divisions remained in the India Office 

over future policy for that country, and that his distrust of Lawrence, and suspicions 

regarding Sharifian ambitions expressed in 1918 remained.
63

  Hirtzel recognised that 

while the government was pledged to establish a predominantly Arab government in 

Mesopotamia, under the mandatory regime the administration of the country would 

i itiall  a ou t to a a ouflaged  B itish go e e t, that is, a little more than indirect 

rule. Incensed that Feisal and Lawrence were interfering in the atte  of Wilso s 

employment, and disinclined to support the creation of a an Arab state in the Middle East 

for the benefit of Hussein and his sons, Hirtzel declared Feisal s ishes ha e othi g to 

do ith it.  64
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Pressure for a statement of policy was also emanating from another source. 

Following a conversation between Hubert Young and Nuri es Said in London in October 

1919, during which they discussed the Mesopotamian administration and the ambitions 

of the Mesopotamian officers i  Feisal s ad i ist atio , Young wrote that he had been 

convinced that Wilso s ad i ist atio  as headi g i  the o g di e tio . As a esult, 

he urged the government to decide on a definite policy, to preclude the possibility of 

direct British administration being forced upon the country against the wishes of its 

i ha ita ts. 65
  Meanwhile, pressure from the Mesopotamian and British officers in 

Feisal s egi e in Syria for a resolution to the Mesopotamian problem continued, but was 

again dismissed by Hirtzel. Regarding the administration, he quoted from private 

correspondence with Wilson, in which the perceived faults of the administration were 

attributed both to the extravagance of the local military authorities, and the reluctance of 

the War Office to transfer the remaining uasi- i il  departments to the civil 

administration.
66

 He concluded that it was time for the government to make the decision 

to create a central Government in which the sovereignty of Mesopotamia would be 

vested, and in which there will be from the first at least one Arab representative .
67

    

 

Hi tzel s idea was a small step forward from Wilso s April proposals, which he 

had criticised as little more than a protectorate, yet a central government with one Arab 

representative was also not an Arab government. When Hi tzel s paper was discussed by 

the Interdepartmental Conference a week later, Curzon, p o a l  at Hu e t You g s 
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instigation, declared that the meeting had been called to discuss the degree to which the 

British administration in Mesopotamia had been developing in a wrong direction.  While 

he ad itted that Wilso s administration had done well, he complained that it was 

i o di atel  e pe si e  a d he would welcome its demise.
68

  While there was general 

agreement that only Sir Percy Cox could save the situation, Curzon noted that in private 

correspondence, Cox had expressed his unwillingness to return to a position of 

subordination to the military commander. Rather, he stated that he would not return to 

Mesopotamia until the mandate had been allocated, and only as high commissioner, with 

ultimate control over the administration of the country.
69

  

 

Unable to decide whether to emphasise the civil rather than the military nature of 

the administration, or alternatively, bring the whole administration to an end, Curzon 

decided to consult Cox again.
70

  Based on the information he received from Wilson in 

Baghdad, Cox assured Curzon that the local population was content with the British 

administration, and there was therefore no cause for anxiety. Furthermore, he doubted 

whether the principles embodied in the Anglo-French Declaration provided a practical 

basis  for the administration of Mesopotamia. As to the question of his return, Cox 

reiterated the views he had expressed to Curzon previously, adding cryptically that he 

would consider returning once the pea e t eat  as sig ed o  His Majest s Go e e t 

get f ee ha d  so e othe  ea s. 71
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Yet the prospect of a peace treaty seemed as remote as ever. In December Lloyd 

George announced that as all hope of American co-operation appeared to have been lost, 

it was time for Britain and her European allies to deal with the Turkish peace treaty.
72

 

More time was lost, however, as the British and French members of the Supreme Council, 

unable to agree on the terms, resorted to bickering over the location for forthcoming 

meetings.
73

   

 

‘ega di g Cu zo s iti is  of Wilso s ad i ist atio , there was a distinction 

between political and administrative questions. On the administrative side, despite his 

nineteenth century mind-set, Wilson was obliged to meet demands from the Army 

Council for the reduction of military expenditure by hastening the transfer of the quasi-

civil military departments to the civil authorities. He also had to consider Treasury 

concerns regarding the question of liability for the capital value of British assets in 

Mesopotamia.
74

  Sluglett argued that Wilson believed that if an indigenous government 

was not acceptable to the local population, the country would fall into anarchy, tax 

revenues would cease, the administration would face bankruptcy, and the value of the 

assets transferred to the civil administration would be lost.
75

 While this may have been an 

exaggeration, Wilson s di e t o e s elated to the fa t that u less the e as a d asti  

reduction of military expenditure, the cost of retaining Mesopotamia would be too high 
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to sustain.
76

  He later defended the administration, which he believed had been 

de elopi g o  sou d  li es, and noted that his despatch had been sent as a warning to 

the government of the difficulties which lay ahead, and a request to grant him latitude in 

making the administrative adjustments necessary during the transfer of departments.
77

  

 

There was an indication in this despatch, however, which should have alerted the 

home officials to the tendency towards pro-consular autonomy which existed under India 

Office control, in his statement that  

the disadvantages arising from subaltern action on the spot are, under existing 

conditions, less serious than dangers which delay involved in reference to London 

must often necessarily involve.
78

   

 

 

As if to allay anxieties at home, he reported in November that he believed all was 

well in Mesopotamia: the landowners and notables who benefited from the British 

occupation accepted the idea of permanent British rule, while reports from the Political 

Officers in the outlying areas revealed that the inhabitants appeared to be losing interest 

in the idea of an independent Arab state. Furthermore, he asserted, reports from Syria 

ega di g Feisal s ad i ist atio  st e gthe  feeli g i  fa ou  of ai te a e of effe ti e 

B itish ad i ist atio .79
 But while describing the collection of revenue in outlying 
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districts as exceeding expectations, the unexpected bounty was achieved in some cases 

by punitive measures, including bombing the recalcitrant into submission.
80

   

 

Wilso s opti is  as ot sha ed  officials at the India Office, where it was 

noted that as a result of increasingly anti-British sentiment in the Middle East, immediate 

a tio  as e ui ed i  o de  to se u e B itai s positio  i  Mesopotamia.
81

  However, the 

military authorities remained opposed to civil administration in a territory under military 

occupation, and in an increasingly hostile environment in Whitehall, Shuckburgh objected 

to the fact that the Army Council addressed its concerns to the Foreign Office.
82

  

 

Divisions of opinion at the India Office o e i g Wilso s administration 

widened after C.C. Garbett, a secretary in the Political Department, noted that Wilson and 

Gertrude Bell held opposing views on future policy for Mesopotamia. Following a visit to 

Syria in October, Bell recommended that the intentions expressed in the Anglo-French 

Declaration should form the basis of British policy, but Wilson disagreed. Shuckburgh 

continued to support Wilson, believing that his policy of good government was preferable 

to the chaos expected under an indigenous administration, as appeared to be the case in 

Syria. However, rather than addressing the issue raised by Garbett, Hirtzel and 

Shuckburgh elected to do othi g, othe  tha  to hint to the F.O. the desirability of 

getti g o  ith “i  P. Co s isit .
83

  It appears that the I dia Offi e s elia e o  Co  to 
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sol e Mesopota ia s p o le s as i  itself pa t of the ide  p o le  generated by the 

delay in coming to terms with the French government on the Ottoman peace treaty.  By 

placing their confidence in Cox to save the situation, Curzon and officials at the India 

Office masked their irresolution over future policy, and extended the gulf between 

Whitehall and its subordinate on the spot. Wilson reported again in February that all was 

well in Mesopotamia, noting that Gertrude Bell had been  

entering into friendly relations with some of more advanced politicians in Baghdad 

… [a d] is of opi ion that there are indications of a general increase in friendly 

feeling in Baghdad itself and that the political attitude of the people who count 

must be regarded as encouraging.
84

   

 

The illusion of tranquillity, if indeed it existed, was merely temporary. On 8 March 

1920, a General Syrian Congress in Damascus proclaimed Syria an independent state, and 

appointed Feisal as king.  Shortly thereafter, a self-appointed Ge e al I a i Co g ess  

proclaimed Mesopotamia an independent state, appointed Abdullah as king and Zeid, his 

youngest brother, as regent, and according to the India Office, issued a fatwa against 

service in the British administration.
85

 Curzon informed Lord Derby, the British 

ambassador in Paris, that the government could not endorse this action, and indeed, 

questioned the right of that body to make decisions regarding Mesopotamia.
86

   

 

Darwin argued that following the resumption of normal Cabinet procedures in 

October 1919, and the appointment of Curzon as Foreign Secretary,
 87

 Winston Churchill, 

Secretary of State for War, emerged as the chief critic of government policy for 
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Mesopotamia.
 88

 However, before Churchill entered the debate, H.H. Asquith led a revolt 

in the House of Commons by Liberal members of parliament, arguing against continued 

responsibility for the area under military occupation given the state of the national 

economy. Asquith demanded the immediate withdrawal of British troops to the area 

surrounding Basra, the only region where he considered war-time expenditure was likely 

to be recouped, lea i g the e ai i g te ito  to a ati e, i dige ous ad i ist atio  

ith assista e a d ad i e  f o  G eat B itai . The P i e Mi iste s response illustrated 

the uncertainty of the moment, and at the same time, one of the reasons for remaining. 

While conceding that complete evacuation of the country remained a possibility, he 

eje ted As uith s de a d, gi e  the g eat pote tial of Mosul s i h oil deposits .89
  

 

At the same time, Shuckburgh informed Sir William Duke, the Under-Secretary of 

State for India, of a dis ussio  ith Philip Ke , the P i e Mi iste s p i ate se eta , 

who had st essed that the esta lish e t of a ge ui e  A a  “tate fo th ith, offe ed the 

o l  p a ti a le solutio  of the Mesopota ia  uestio  i  ie  of the fact that 

Parliament was unlikely to consent to the outlay of further expenditure in Mesopotamia 

for an extended period.
90

  The ever-practical Hirtzel pointed out that 

the minds of the Prime Minister and his entourage should be disabused of the idea 

that by immediately setting up an Arab State we can at once cut down our 

lia ilities holesale … hat the high autho ities should e ought to ealise is 
that, if what the Government are (avowedly) out for is oil and other commodities, 

they cannot have them without public security, and that they cannot have public 

security under an Arab or any other Govt. without paying for it.
91
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Churchill provided a solution to that difficulty when he joined with the Treasury in 

stressing the need for economy, which gave him an opportunity to introduce for the first 

time, a scheme for utilising the services of the Royal Air Force for ensuring the internal 

security of Mesopotamia in place of a large military force.
92

  According to its architect, Air 

Marshal Sir Hugh Trenchard,
93

 the principal advantages of the scheme included the 

increased capacity for surveillance of large areas from the air, rapid mobilisation for 

punitive action and pacification, the deployment of armoured cars instead of ground 

t oops fo  oppi g up  follo i g a  ai  atta k, the de elop e t of ai  t a spo t fo  the 

rapid movement of troops and weapons, and most importantly, in relative terms the 

scheme was cheap.
 94

 However, when the scheme was discussed by the 

Interdepartmental Conference, Curzon de la ed that he as athe  e ous a out … the 

idea of force being summoned solely for the purpose of destruction .
95

  As a result, an 

opportunity to relieve the burden of the Treasury was missed when further discussion of 

T e ha d s s he e as postpo ed, i  pa t due to inter-departmental conflict over the 

future of the Royal Air Force.
96
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Meanwhile, in April 1920 the outstanding issues which had paralysed British policy 

for Mesopotamia were finally settled at a meeting of the Supreme Council at San Remo. 

The terms of the Ottoman peace treaty were settled, and the mandates were allocated: 

Syria to France, and as expected, Palestine and Mesopotamia, including the province of 

Mosul, to Britain.
97

 The French were compensated for the loss of Mosul by the San Remo 

Oil Agreement, which awarded the French Government a share in the profits of the 

suspected oil reserves in that region.
98

  However, while the decisions reached at San 

Remo may have been a step towards an end to the vacillation over British policy for 

Mesopotamia since the Armistice, the road to the Sharifian solution, eventually adopted 

by the government in March 1921, was littered with potholes. 

 

John Darwin argued persuasively that the mandate sat ell e ough ith thei  

intention to exert British influence through a patchwork of client states.
99

  This is 

supported by the fact that before it was awarded, Montagu expressed a desire to 

dispense with the mandate and set up an independent state with which the government 

could enter into a treaty relationship, a proposal with which Curzon agreed.
100

 Later 

expanding upon his idea of indirect control, Montagu illustrated how a treaty relationship 
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would provide safeguards for British interests, prevent other Powers from participating in 

the de elop e t of the ou t s esou es, hile at the sa e ti e e od i g the 

p i iple of f ee hoi e  if the lo al population was consulted on what they desired in 

return.
101

  The fla  i  Mo tagu s p oposal, hi h he late  e og ised, as that as yet 

there was no person or body in Mesopotamia with whom to enter into negotiations.
102

 

While recognising that Abdullah appeared to be the only possible candidate, it appeared 

that unfavourable opinions of his leadership capacities, expressed by Gertrude Bell in 

Mesopotamia, and Garbett at the India Office, rendered him an unwise choice.
103

  

Moreover, Curzon doubted whether he would be acceptable to the local population as 

ruler of Mesopotamia.
104

  However, he left the door open for a Sharifian head of state. 

When conveying the news of the allocation of the mandates to the authorities in Cairo 

and Baghdad, it appea ed that despite Wilso s assurances to the contrary, Curzon now 

considered it possible that the local population might opt for one of Hussei s sons.
105

  

 

Simultaneously ith the dis ussio s i  Cu zo s I te depa t e tal Co fe e e, 

almost immediately following the decisions of the Supreme Council at San Remo, the 

de ate o e  ju isdi tio  of B itai s e pi e i  the Middle East as e-opened, conducted 

in Parliament and Cabinet against a background of continuing civil unrest in India, 
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Afghanistan, Egypt and Ireland, and strikes and political protests over post-war economic 

conditions at home.
106

 Under pressure from the Treasury to reduce the disproportionate 

military expenditure in Mesopotamia, Churchill stressed the urgent necessity to tailor 

policy according to available funds by reducing the garrisons and removing military 

personnel from positions in the civil administration. He re-i t odu ed T e ha d s ai  

control scheme, earlier rejected by Curzon, and recommended the transfer of 

responsibility for the administration of the country to the Colonial Office.
107

  Sir Henry 

Wilson, Chief of the Imperial General Staff, disagreed, claiming that it was more likely that 

the garrisons would require reinforcements, given that the Royal Air Force was not yet in 

a positio  to i ple e t T e ha d s scheme.
108

  While criticising the War Office for Army 

e t a aga e o  the uasi- i il  depa t e ts of the Mesopota ia  ad i ist atio , 

Hirtzel agreed that T e ha d s g a diose  s heme should be shelved for future 

consideration.
109

 Concerned by reports earlier in the year that the Bolsheviks were 

gaining ground in the Caucasus, Lord Milner, Secretary of State for the Colonies, 

o luded that it as oth p e atu e a d ill-omened to attempt today to lay down a 

plan for the ad i ist atio  of Mesopota ia  for, considering the possible effect of 

Bolshevik propaganda on Persia and Mesopotamia, together with the unsettled state of 

the whole region, i  a ea  the e ould e no question of our administering 
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Mesopota ia at all. 110
  Cu zo s thoughts led hi  i  a si ila  di e tio , ut f o  a  

entirely different premise. Naturally arguing for Foreign Office control, Curzon mused that 

if Palesti e a d Mesopota ia passed at a o pa ati el  ea l  stage  to i depe de e, 

the creation of a new ministry would not, after all, be necessary.
111

 However, based on 

the premise that a new Middle East Office would control relations with the entire region 

from Egypt and the Sudan in the west, to Persia, Armenia and Kurdistan in the east, 

including British interests in Syria, Montagu settled for either a new Middle East 

Department or a re-organised and renamed Colonial Office for administration, together 

with an inter-departmental committee for the direction of policy.
112

 But no decision was 

reached, the India Office retaining the dubious pleasure of responsibility for the 

administration of Mesopotamia, amid demands for an elaboration of future policy, an 

increasingly defiant Civil Commissioner in Baghdad, mounting unrest in Mesopotamia and 

public anger at home.
113

 In May, a group of predominantly Conservative members of 

Parliament wrote to Lloyd George pressing for the creation of a ministry for the Middle 

East. More significantly, the signatories evinced a wish for the period of tutelage under 

the mandate to be as brief as possible.
114
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While the debate over a separate Middle East Department continued in Whitehall, 

Wilson came under further attack when the recommendations of a committee convened 

in Baghdad, chaired by Sir Edgar Bonham-Carter, the Senior Judicial Officer, were 

e ie ed  Cu zo s o ittee. Along lines similar to the Egyptian system, the 

institutions of a provisional government would consist of a Council of State with an Arab 

president and eleven Ministers, six British and five selected from the local population by 

the High Commissioner, together with a Legislative Assembly with advisory powers but no 

executive function, comprised of local notables.
115

  Montagu gave the recommendations 

luke a  app o al as a ge e all  suita le asis on which to construct provisional 

i stitutio s as a e postulated  a date .116
  But he considered that as Cox was 

returning to inaugurate the new regime, he should be consulted before any further steps 

were taken.
117

 Curzon, however, dismissed the plan outright, describing it as a British 

government, merel  i fused ith A a  ele e ts . Ultimately, the Interdepartmental 

Conference rejected the scheme, on the basis that a constitution could not be framed 

until the League of Nations approved the terms of the mandate.
118
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The allocation of the mandate was announced in Baghdad in early May.  Shortly 

thereafter, Wilson notified the India Office of increasing unrest in the country following 

the announcement. He insisted, however, that e a ot ai tai  ou  position as 

Mandatory by a policy of conciliatio  of e t e ists . ‘athe , he believed that regardless of 

the League of Nations, it ould e e essa  to ai tai  di e t o t ol fo  ea s to 

o e  a d p o eed very slowly with constitutional a d de o ati  i stitutio s . As a 

result of post-war demobilisation, however, he believed insufficient troops and political 

officers remained in the country to undertake the task, therefore he advised that the only 

alternative was to clear out of the country.
119

  

 

Cu zo s suspi io  that Wilso  as ot apa le of deali g ith the situation was 

confirmed, and he duly requested Montagu to arrange for Wilso s immediate removal. 

However, after a lengthy discussion, it was decided that since no officer of equivalent 

experience was available at short notice to replace him, it would be left to Cox to save the 

situation when he returned to Baghdad.
120

 Yet Cu zo  e p essed dou t o e i g Co s 

illi g ess to i ple e t the go e e t s poli  i  Mesopota ia, gi e  that a little over 

six months previously, he had asserted that the p i iple of f ee hoi e  did ot p o ide a 

practical basis for the administration of Mesopotamia.
121

 Observing that the British public 

e e p essi g the go e e t to i g a  e d to the poli  of uddle , Cu zo  decided 

that Cox should be invited to travel to London after completing his mission in Persia, since 
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he was unsure whether Cox knew what British policy for Mesopotamia was to be.
122

 Nor, 

it seems, was the government entirely clear. On the following day, when Churchill and Sir 

Henry Wilson informed Cabinet that the army was unable to provide reinforcements in 

one theatre without withdrawing troops from another, Ministers decided that the policy 

was either to create an effective Arab state rather than a camouflaged British 

protectorate, or evacuate the country completely.
123

  The former option was adopted, 

and on 23 June, the policy was announced in the House of Commons.
124

 However, that 

did not signify the end of the vacillation which had characterised the formulation of post-

war policy for Mesopotamia. Moreover, a debate in the House of Commons following the 

announcement of policy revealed the tension between the ideals of trusteeship and the 

urgent necessity to reduce military expenditure, a contradiction which was to shape 

British Mesopotamian policy in the following decade.
125

 

 

The distribution of the mandates at San Remo merely signified recognition of 

B itai s positio  i  the ou t   the Allied Po e s only. Legalisation of the position 

depended on the ratification of the Ottoman peace treaty, and while formal recognition 

of the mandate rested with the League of Nations, in early 1920 the League was still in 

the process of establishing the institutions through which it would operate, no decision 
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had been made on the terms of the mandates, or with whom responsibility for framing 

the terms rested. In the interim, amid ongoing concerns regarding the viability of the 

League without American participation, B itai s sta di g i  those te ito ies ested o  o 

legal footing as noted by Cecil in June, but it seems such questions were relegated to the 

background.
126

   

 

Conclusion. 

By the middle of 1920, while a policy had been announced, there was no real clarity: 

there was to be a predominantly Arab State in Mesopotamia, but its constitution awaited 

Co s etu . Given that there was no obvious contender for the position of head of state, 

Mo tagu s p oposal fo  de olutio  a d a t eat  to safegua d B itish i te ests was 

shelved. Behind these issues hovered the institutional nightmare of polycratism. Beyond 

traditional interdepartmental rivalry, the difficulties associated with the system of 

overlapping jurisdictions infused all the deliberations on policy, resulting in delays 

occasioned by friction between the departments concerned, exacerbated by a paralysed 

and divided India Office, apparently unable or unwilling to control its man on the spot. 

Cu zo s Interdepartmental Conference, hampered from the outset by the lack of 

executive power enjoyed by its predecessors, discussed much but decided little. Over the 

course of the final six months of 1920, while conflict over the management of British 

Middle Eastern affairs continued in Whitehall, escalating civil unrest following the 

announcement of the allocation of the mandate threatened to put an end to the British 

administration of Mesopotamia. 
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Chapter Five 

 

The fruits of victory part II: the conflicting aims of policy and economy, 1920-1921. 

 

 

The second half of 1920 was characterised by unresolved questions, missed 

opportunities and misunderstandings directly related to jurisdictional pluralism, and 

confusion regarding the League of Nations mandate. On the wider international 

stage, the increasing power of Mustafa Ke al s Nationalist forces as a result of 

Greek territorial ambitions in Anatolia, fears of a Turko-Bolshevik alliance, and in 

late , oppositio  to the a date f o  the U ited “tates  go e e t impacted 

o  B itai s Imperial aims in Mesopotamia. But in the first instance, the overriding 

aim for the reduction of military expenditure, sat ill with the policy announced in 

June and furthermore, the prospects for implementing the policy were less than 

favourable. 

 

Co s etu  to Baghdad as dela ed and in the interim, initially 

unconnected outbreaks of violence against the British administration spread 

throughout the country. Gertrude Bell reported in early June that the Shammar 

tribe, led by Sharifian officers from Syria, had killed four British officials at Tal Afar, 

approximately 40 miles west of Mosul. In early July she reported that the “hi a 

tribes east of the Euphrates between Samawah and Diwaniya were in open 

rebellion .
1
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By August, the unrest had spread to other parts of the country, and 

Montagu was informed that army headquarters in Baghdad had issued a General 

‘outi e O de  de la i g that a state of a  e ists th oughout the ou t .2
 

Moreover, the infrastructure erected by the British authorities had been severely 

compromised:  railway lines were uprooted, and telegraph lines and bridges 

destroyed.  Wilson reported that due to the violence, revenue collection was 

becoming increasingly difficult, labourers not engaged in productive work were 

being sent back to India, and he feared that the British forces would be forced to 

evacuate the entire Mosul Vilayet.
3
   Significantly, when the violence reached a peak 

in late August, the Royal Air Force was brought in to assist with the suppression of 

the uprising.
4
  

 

In London, Churchill gloomily pondered the situation, and given that at great 

expense, a further division of Indian troops had been despatched to Basra, 

                                                                                                                                                                     

quickly escalated into a demonstration against the severity of the British administration. 
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concluded that all p ospe t of edu tio  is at a  e d. 5
  From the safety of London, 

however, Cox contended that withdrawal from Mosul ould e ala itous , gi e  

the economic, political and strategic importance of the province. He dismissed the 

rising o  the Euph ates as a lo al affai , ge e ated  i trigue from beyond 

Mesopotamia s o de s, and absolved himself from responsibility for the nature of 

the civil administration, claiming that it was only since the Armistice that it had 

e o e u h too English and too efficient to be compatible with our 

u de taki gs.  Ho e e , i  confirmation of Cu zo s fea s, he ecommended that 

consideration of an Arab Emir as head of state should be postponed. In an early 

sig al of Co s esista e to the a date, he opined that the state could be 

established as a republic, and if the League of Nations and the other Powers could 

be persuaded to agree, the British government would take responsibility for 

choosing the first president. In the interim, he proposed that as the British 

representative in Mesopotamia, he should retain supreme authority.
6
  

 

Co s concerns regarding the effects of civil unrest on commercial 

development, however, were echoed in Baghdad. As a result of press reports that 

the government was contemplating withdrawal from the north of the country, two 

of the largest British enterprises threatened to follow suit by contracting their 

operations to the Basra area, thus jeopardising their future development plans.
7
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Lack of finance post-war had seen the abandonment of projects begun by the civil 

and military authorities during the war, yet reports issued from the office of the 

Civil Commissioner in late 1919 reflected his optimism regarding agricultural 

development, and the prospect of increasing production further by the use of 

modern agricultural machinery, fuelled by oil.
8
  The prospect of future agricultural 

development appeared slim, however, while the country was caught in the grip of 

unrest. 

 

While not immediately apparent, the final settlement of the Mesopotamian 

muddle drew closer, or so it seemed, when Feisal and his entourage were evicted 

from Syria by French military forces on 28 July 1920.
9
  In May, apparently Wilson 

had undergone a complete reversal of opinion. Hitherto opposed to the selection of 

Abdullah as head of state for Mesopotamia, and dismissive of the agitation 

emanating from the Baghdadis with Feisal in Syria,
10

  he enquired if the government 

would consider the possibility of offering the Emirate of Mesopotamia to Feisal.
11

  

The Army commander, Lieut.-General Haldane, agreed that the deteriorating 

situatio  e ui ed so e d asti  diplo ati  a tio  su h as suggested  Wilso , but 

                                                                                                                                                                     

cotton-growing and the cultivation of poppies for the opium market in China, and was concerned 

that if the British troops were withdrawn its existing investments, and the development of the 

country, would be jeopardised. 
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he stressed that without the good-will of the local population, the only hope of 

holding the country would entail reinforcing, rather than reducing the British 

garrisons. 12
  In the context of military considerations, Wilso s ha ge of i d 

would appear to have been inspired by pragmatic calculations in the face of 

necessity, rather than a sudden conversion to the Sharifian cause.
13

    

 

A diplomatic breakthrough of sorts was achieved when on 10 August the 

Ottoman Peace Delegation signed the Treaty of Sèvres.  But the influence of the 

Ottoman regime was fading, while the Nationalist Parliament convoked at Ankara in 

April, spurred on by Greek and Allied military action in Anatolia, endorsed Mustafa 

Ke al s appeal for resistance to the Treaty.
14

   Nonetheless, with neither the Peace 

Treaty nor the terms of the mandate ratified, and with ongoing unrest in 

Mesopotamia, the British government forged ahead with its future plans, albeit not 

without obstacles. 

  

Instructions for the establishment of a provisional administration for Cox s 

guidance were drafted by India Office officials and discussed at the Cabinet Finance 

Committee in August.  The draft stated that in principle, the government favoured 

Wilso s suggestio  that Feisal should be offered the Emirate of Mesopotamia, on 

condition that the people asked for him, that he accept the terms of the draft 
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mandate, and that French opposition to his appointment could be overcome. 

Further, the instructions continued,  

it is possible that Sherif Feisal, by the light of his experience with the French 

Government in regard to Syria, may, while accepting the principle of a 

Mandate and Great Britain as Mandatory, press for the expression of its 

terms in treaty form. Should this prove the ase, His Majest s Go e e t 
will be prepared to entertain the proposal.

15
  

 

Co s instructions were approved by Cabinet, but he was also given discretion to 

make arrangements as he saw fit in order to implement the policy announced in 

June.
16

 However, as Curzon explained, when the proposal had been put to the 

French delegates at a recent conference, it had been represented that the French 

Government ould o side  Feisal s appoi t e t as head of state in Mesopotamia 

as a  u f ie dl  a t.   Yet Curzon optimistically assured Cabinet that in two years 

opi io  i  Mesopota ia ould ha e oales ed i  fa ou  of Feisal , and French 

opposition to his appointment ight ha e died do .  On this assurance, it was 

decided that Cox should proceed to Mesopotamia as High Commissioner as soon as 

possible.
17

 In deference to the French government, however, five days later Cabinet 

approved a revised set of instructions, in which there was no mention of Feisal.  

Rather, Cox was instructed to seek further consultation with the local population 

regarding their preference for the form of government and head of state.
18
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Given previous resistance to one of the sons of Hussein, it might seem 

surprising that it was officials at the India Office who devised the programme, but it 

is likely that the same considerations which motivated Wilso s ha ge of i d 

were at work, and indeed, Mo tagu s i p i t ega di g a t eat  relationship was 

clearly visible.
19

  The plan for Feisal in Mesopotamia could not be implemented 

while unrest continued, however, and certainly not before Feisal had been 

consulted, but the seed had been sown. 

 

Meanwhile, another opportunity for centralising control in a single 

department was lost. When Curzon raised the question again,
20

 Cabinet postponed 

discussions, electing to continue with the existing fractious arrangements.
21

  As a 

result, inter-departmental friction continued in London, and in Baghdad the 

traditional rivalry between military and civil authorities re-emerged. On learning 

that Cox was returning as high commissioner, General Haldane protested that with 

the country under martial law, the appointment of a high commissioner was 

undesirable and would inevitably result in friction similar to the dispute between 

Cox and Maude in 1917. Rather, he suggested that Co s appointment should be 

delayed until November, when it was anticipated that order would have been 

restored.
22

  Haldane may have been mollified by an assurance from the War Office 

that Cox s espo si ilities ould ot i pi ge upo  those of the ilita  
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commander,
23

  but the friction continued in London. While the bureaucrats in the 

Foreign Office agreed that Co s appointment should be delayed, 24
 ultimately 

Curzon decided that Cox should proceed to Mesopotamia as soon as possible, in 

order to ensure Wilson s e o al.25
    

 

In the meantime, inter-departmental friction over Mesopotamia escalated 

into a u eau ati  pape  a , possibly sparked by T.E. La e e s much-discussed 

press campaign in the London Times in August, denouncing Wilson and lionising 

Feisal.
26

   At the Foreign Office, civil servants trawled through the files in order to 

demonstrate how often India Office officials had complained about Wilson, and 

how it was the I dia Offi e s i de isio  o e   future policy which had led to dela  

a d disaste .27
  Whatever his personal opinion may have been, Montagu supported 

his man against criticism from the War Office and the Chief of Air Staff.  In July, the 

Army Council joined the chorus, criticising the Mesopotamian authorities for the  

too frequent use of the military for punitive measures combined with 

promiscuous bombing from the air, which cannot be ensured to punish only 

the guilty, but will only serve to embitter the population of Mesopotamia 

against the British Administration.
 28
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More significantly, follo i g Co s depa tu e fo  Mesopota ia at the end of August, 

Curzon s suspicions regarding his intentions lingered. The India Office was informed 

that  

Lord Curzon considers that the only hope of achieving our object lies in the 

early association of Arabs with the real government of Mesopotamia. He 

does not suppose these considerations are absent from the mind of Sir 

Percy Cox; but it may be well if the I.O. agrees to remind him of these at the 

outset of the very difficult tasks upon which he is about to enter.
29

 

 

At a meeting of the Cabinet shortly thereafter, Montagu stressed the necessity of 

settling the differences between the India Office and the War Office regardi g Co s 

functions. He assumed that Cabinet had given Cox the authority to implement the 

policy agreed upon immediately upon his return to Baghdad, yet the War Office 

doggedly insisted that no attempt should be made to set up a provisional 

administration until order had been restored. But the War Office concerns were 

dismissed and Montagu was instructed to inform Cox that he was to go ahead as 

previously instructed.
30

 Such was the level of interdepartmental animosity that 

“hu k u gh ele ated the fa t that the I dia Offi e had defeated [the] WO on 

[the] status of Co . 31
   

 

Given the mounting cost to the British taxpayer for the restoration of order 

in Mesopotamia, and no apparent action on the policy declared in June, by 

September, growing public anger was again reflected in the press.
32

 However, the 

worst of the violence had been suppressed by the time Cox arrived in Basra on 5 
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October,
33

 to the accompaniment of a 17-gun salute. The full colonial ceremonial 

greeting, e i is e t of Cu zo s p og ess around the Persian Gulf in 1903, was 

hardly consistent with the go e e t s declared intention to relax the degree of 

British control hitherto imposed, but rather served to emphasise British prestige 

and power.
34

  The pageant at Basra was followed by a stately procession up-river, 

where Cox paused at a number of towns on the way for consultations with the local 

notables, and thence to Baghdad, where he was installed at the Residency as British 

High Commissioner, the position to which he had aspired since 1917. He later paid a 

flying visit to Mosul, where consultations with a gathering of local notables also 

took place.
35

   

 

Cox s report of the discussions as st iki gl  si ila  to the esults of Wilso s 

survey two years previously. While stating that there was no unanimity regarding 

Mesopota ia s futu e, he e pe ted o diffi ult  f o  the eside ts of Bas a, ho 

appreciated the benefits of British control. Moreover, he was confident that those 

consulted in Baghdad and Mosul, in favour of an indigenous government and less 

enthusiastic about a continuing British presence in the country ould e pe suaded 

to a ept us .36
 According to instructions, Cox outlined his plan for the 

establishment of a provisional Council of Ministers, predominantly Arab, but also 

including representatives from the Kurdish, Jewish and Christian communities. The 
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Naqib of Baghdad was invited to become the President of the Council, which was to 

consist of eight members holding portfolios for the existing British-run 

departments, with the former British heads of department remaining as advisers, all 

subje t to Co s ulti ate o t ol.37
 He i u ed Mo tagu s displeasu e however, 

when the details of his arrangements were received at the India Office. Reluctant to 

gi e app o al to Co s s he e, Mo tagu ha ged that it amounted to little more 

than a British protectorate.
38

 Hirtzel reminded Montagu that Cox was given the 

latitude to make his own arrangements, and furthermore, pointed to the fact that 

Co  as a a e that if he refers everything for previous sanction he will never get 

a  a s e s.  39
  Hi tzel s o e t suggests that he recognised that the complaints 

issuing from the Foreig  Offi e ega di g the I dia Offi e s ha dli g of 

Mesopotamian affairs were justified. However, given the level of animosity 

between the two departments, it would never do to admit the fact openly. 

 

Political issues aside, at the end of November, both Cox and Haldane 

expressed fears regarding a threat to Mesopotamia from a possible Turko-Bolshevik 

alliance. They believed that if the Greek offensive in Anatolia was successful, it 

would relieve the pressure on the Turkish Nationalists who would turn their 

attention to regaining Mosul.
40

 At the same time, reports received in London 
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suggested that the Russians were providing the Nationalist forces in the Caucasus 

and Asia Minor with military support and money.
41

  While the threat was recognised 

in London, Ministers seemed to have been preoccupied with the ongoing debate on 

the centralisation of control.
  

 

In December, Churchill tried a new approach, informing Cabinet that given 

criticism of expenditure on Mesopotamia was increasing daily, even from 

government supporters, he suggested that the public would favour a policy of 

military withdrawal from Persia and Mesopotamia, together with the devolution of 

power to the local administration, assisted by locally-recruited levies in order to 

reduce the British forces in the country.
42

  Furthermore, he emphasised 
 

the difficulties which inevitably arose when Departments like the War Office 

had to bear on their Votes the cost of policies over which they had no 

control. In his own case, the War Office was called upon to provide funds for 

the de elop e t of Palesti e a d Mesopota ia … a s ste  i ious a d 
difficult to justify.

43
  

 

Alternatively, a suggestion was made, not for the first time, to reduce the area 

occupied and administered by Britain. Churchill countered that if the British 

go e e t did ot settle ith Ke al s Tu kish Natio alists, it ould e e essa  

to either evacuate Mesopotamia altogether, or hold it by force of arms. Given the 

prevailing public sentiment, acknowledged by Churchill, it is doubtful if that solution 

would have found favour. Rather, while ministers were requested not to sanction 
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any announcements regarding a reduction of the Mesopotamian garrison before 

prior consultation with Cox, it was decided that he should be made aware that as a 

result of public opinion, it was necessary to reconsider the policy for Mesopotamia. 

However, discussion on what the new policy requirements may have been was 

postponed.
44

  With no decision on future policy, as the year drew to a close the 

confusion increased.   

 

In mid-December, Churchill informed Cabinet that given that the General 

Staff were of the opinion that Mesopotamia and Northern Persia were of no 

importance to the defence of India, he supported their proposal for the withdrawal 

of British troops to Basra. However, Ministers were informed that the military and 

political chiefs on the spot disagreed.  According to Haldane, if there was an attack 

from the regions evacuated, the same number of troops would be required to hold 

Basra alone as those presently holding the entire country. From a political 

perspective, it was represented that if it as the go e e t s poli  to withdraw 

to Bas a, the B itish a date ould e destroyed, the local Arab Government 

ould disappea  a d the Bolshe iks a d Tu ks ould e te  i to the a uu  thus 

eated.  45
 Further discussion was adjourned until the afternoon sitting of Cabinet, 

which Sir Arnold Wilson was scheduled to attend.  

 

It was a mark of the general confusion and ignorance in London of conditions 

on the spot that a man almost universally castigated for his administrative methods, 

and his reluctance to swim with the new political currents post-war, would be 
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consulted by policy-makers adrift in a sea of indecision.  Reflecting the sentiments 

of Indian officials generally with regard to Mesopota ia s oil, Wilson advised that it 

would be worth the cost involved to hold the entire country,  

because of the immense undeveloped potentialities of Mesopotamia in raw 

materials, more especially cotton, oil and cereals. Mesopotamia would be 

able to support the burden of the debt incurred in retaining it, if the oil 

proved a success.
46

  

 

On the subject of Feisal, he appeared to have retreated from his earlier position, 

conceding that as a last eso t  Feisal would do fo  the pu pose of fo i g a  A a  

Go e e t , but he doubted if Feisal would enjoy the support of the Sunni Muslim 

Kurds in Mosul province; and their support would be vital, given that two-thirds of 

the Arab Muslim population of Baghdad and Basra provinces were Shi a, whereas 

Feisal was a Sunni and a foreigner to boot. The meeting closed with Cabinet yet 

again unable to reach a decision on future policy in Mesopotamia.
47

  In the interim, 

while Ministers dithered, Cox was busy developing plans for the future which 

marked the beginning of the deception and manipulation of local public opinion 

which accompanied the creation of the state of Iraq. 

 

In late December, Cox informed Montagu that on the subject of a ruler for 

the new state, he believed that the  

majority would prefer to have the question decided for them, or at any rate 

that e should gi e the  a lead … if fo  e a ple, the a  is o  lea  fo  
Faisal, I think, prima facie, that the best way to give him an opening would 

be to inspire a Reuter to the effect that the French had now withdrawn their 

oppositio  to Faisal s a didatu e, a d that, if the people of I ak a ted 
hi , His Majest s Go e e t e e p epared to accept him. He would 

then be able formally to offer himself.
48
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Moreover, Cox believed that Feisal was preferable to any local candidate. Given his 

participation in the Arab Revolt, together with the support of the ex-Ottoman Army 

Mesopotamians in “ ia, Faisal would be in a position to raise National Army 

quicker than any candidate from Irak.
49

   I  Co s esti atio , the sele tio  of Feisal 

would solve the two most pressing problems for the British government in 

Mesopotamia: the cost of maintaining an army of occupation, and at the same time, 

satisfying the nationalists  that their demands were being met. 

  

By the end of the year, while a provisional Arab administration was 

fu tio i g u de  Co s o t ol, a d, furthermore, the general lines of future policy 

for Mesopotamia had been outlined in his despatch, Cabinet remained indecisive. 

The principle stumbling block was that no decision had yet been taken on the 

centralisation of responsibility for the Middle East, and until that decision was 

made, the formulation of a policy which met the requirements of all the 

departments concerned was well-nigh impossible.  So it was that after two years of 

inertia, the argument for a Middle East Department reached its climax in December, 

following Montagu s offe  to hand over responsibility for Mesopotamia to the 

Foreign Office. He had originally thought the Colonial Office would be preferable, 

but after discussing the matter with Cox he stated, I a  a ious to a oid taki g a  
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steps which would look like annexation to the British Empire of mandated 

te ito . 50
  

 

On the last day of the year, Churchill drew the strands of the two 

interconnected arguments together in an attempt to nudge the Cabinet into making 

a decision. He proposed two alternatives: either the General Staff proposal for 

withdrawal to Basra, or the creation of a Department, the Ministerial head of which 

should be responsible for the policy and for obtaining the money to carry out that 

policy.  Given the strong arguments presented in favour of both the Foreign and 

Colonial Offices, the question was put to a vote.
51

 The result of the ballot revealed 

that the majority of ministers preferred the Colonial Office, where it was decided to 

set up a new Middle East department, and an inter-departmental committee was to 

be appoi ted to o k out details, i ludi g the date of t a sfe .52
  

 

Co s recent proposal was also discussed, and it was pointed out that if 

Feisal was appointed King of Iraq with the assent of the Arabs, disturbances from 

Syria and other Arab territories would be unlikely. However, Curzon reminded 

Cabinet that French opposition had yet to be overcome. Once again, no decision 
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was made.
53

 Cox was informed that while his proposal was under consideration, the 

Cabinet required more details as to how acceptable Feisal s candidature for the 

throne would be to the local population, and whether the notables were likely to 

elect him.
54

 The reply from Cox must have come as something of a surprise when it 

arrived at the India Office. He claimed that he had promoted Feisal under the 

impression that the War Office proposed to withdraw to the Basra Vilayet. The 

misunderstanding, or lack of communication, hi h p o pted Co s response, also 

revealed that his ideas regarding Basra had not changed since 1918. While reluctant 

to evacuate the country, he agreed that if the Mosul and Baghdad Vilayets were 

abandoned, the mandate should e efused, a d i  that ase e should hold o l  

the port of Basra under full British administration, with so much of the surrounding 

territory as is necessary for the protection of the port and oilfields  in south-west 

Persia. But he added that if, on the basis of his suggestion regarding Feisal, it was 

decided to accept the mandate, he would prefer that the government take the 

initiative in his promotion. As to the opinions of the local notables, Cox claimed they 

could not be consulted, due to their preoccupation with local matters relating to 

the present provisional government and the elections for the future Constituent 

Assembly.
55

 However, upon receipt of a report of a conversation between the 

French Prime Minister, M. Leygues, and Lord Charles Hardinge, the British 
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Ambassador in Paris, which revealed that French opposition to Feisal had not 

wavered, Cabinet shelved the matter.
56

   

 

According to Timothy Paris, while Curzon did not oppose the Feisal policy, he 

la ked the e e g  to i g it to f uitio .57
 It can be argued, to the contrary, that 

during the period while the Middle East Department was being set up, for a short 

time a vacuum existed as far as policy in Mesopotamia was concerned. It was during 

this time that Curzon seized the opportunity to initiate the policy which the Colonial 

Office later pursued. Despite Cabinet indecision, o  Cu zo s i st u tio s Kinahan 

Cornwallis, the former Director of the Arab Bureau on temporary assignment to the 

Foreign Office, met with Feisal who had been residing in London since December, in 

order to discover if he was in fact willing to accept the position of king of Iraq. 

Initially Feisal demurred in favour of Abdullah, but during the course of the 

conversation, signalled his willingness to accept the position so long as he was 

informed of the type of government contemplated, and Abdullah was suitably 

compensated.
58

  Following the interview, Cornwallis concluded that there were two 

alternatives: either to arrange for Abdullah to go to Mesopotamia and take his 

chances, or to instruct Sir P. Cox quietly and unostentatiously to engineer the 

election of Feisal.  The former course, he believed, would be the easier, implying 

that it would not involve the government in any deception or loss of prestige if 
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Abdullah failed to make good. On the other hand, he believed that Feisal was by far 

the ette  a  a d ould se e us lo all  a d ell. 59
  Montagu reassured Cox that 

despite Cabinet s i de isio , the government was not, in principle, opposed to 

Feisal s a didatu e, p o ided he was acceptable to the local population. However, 

he expressed concern that the procedure for introducing Feisal into Mesopotamia 

developed by Cox as ot sufficiently circumspect for pu pose. 60
  

 

The formulation of policy for Mesopotamia, however, now rested with 

Winston Churchill,
61

  for whom the reduction of military expenditure in 

Mesopotamia, rather than the question of a head of state, was the principal 

objective. In fact Churchill knew little about Hussein, his sons, their participation in 

the Arab Revolt, or the sectarian divisions within Islam.
62

  Under Chu hill s 

a age e t, s ift a tio , o side a le se e  a d a e tai  dis ega d of 

t aditio al s uples a out the ea s used 63
  became the guiding principles for the 

formulation and implementation of policy in the Middle East in general and 

Mesopotamia in particular. Tense communications between Churchill and Cox in 

January and February 1921 illustrate the contrast in styles of the two Secretaries of 

State, Montagu and Churchill, particularly in their relations with Cox.  
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Pending Chu hill s fo al appoi t e t as Secretary of State for the 

Colonies, Cox was essentially serving two masters. However, he was accustomed to 

the generally relaxed oversight of the India Office, and as he had in 1917, twice 

offered his resignation because he objected to Chu hill s pe hant for making 

unilateral decisions.  The tension escalated following Cox s e eipt of a 

communication from Churchill, outlining his plan to employ a temporary Imperial 

Police Force, recruited from the local population, to support the Indian military 

units until the Arab army developed the strength and capacity to defend the 

country. Together with the implementation of T e ha d s air control scheme, 

Churchill hoped to reduce the cost of military occupation. Otherwise, he 

threatened, withdrawal to Basra would e i e ita le .
64

  Cox, apparently no longer 

contemplating withdrawal to Basra, maintained that without a significant number 

of troops to maintain order, the Government would be forced to refuse the 

mandate. Furthermore, he stated that if the plan sketched by Churchill was 

government policy, he was not prepared to associate himself with it, and would 

therefore be forced to tender his resignation.
 
Churchill countered that neither 

Cabinet nor Parliament would consent to the retention of a large garrison for at 

least two years for a country which we only hold under the League of Nations and 

are pledged to return to the Arabs at the earliest possible moment .
65
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In an effort to bolster his argument, Cox turned to Montagu, informing him 

that reports of the withdrawal of British troops from Northern Persia were creating 

anxiety in the commercial community, to the extent that certain Baghdad 

merchants were shipping their stocks to Basra.
66

 Later in the month, Cox again 

threatened to resign, because he believed that the government intended to 

evacuate Mosul as soon as the withdrawal of the remaining British troops in 

northern Persia was completed.
67

  His threat was unnecessary, however; on the last 

day of January, the inter-departmental committee appointed at the behest of 

Cabinet on 31 December submitted its report.
 68

 

 

The Committee recommended that the Colonial Office should be responsible 

for all British Middle Eastern affairs except the Hejaz, where communications would 

remain with the Foreign Office. On the Arabian littoral of the Persian Gulf, the 

Government of India would be o fi ed to ad i ist ati e a d pu el  lo al atte s , 

politically significant matters to be referred to the Colonial Office for concurrence, 

while relations with Ibn Sa ud would be handled by the Colonial Office through the 

Political Resident in the Persian Gulf. During the transition period, the War Office 

and Air Ministry would act as agents for the Colonial Office in order to put an end to 

the p ese t u satisfa to  s ste  of di ided espo si ilit ; the War Office to 
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e e tuall  di est itself of espo si ilit  fo  ilita  poli  i  the Middle East .
 69

 

While the recommendations may have signified a certain measure of centralisation, 

jurisdiction in the Persian Gulf remained divided.
70

 Furthermore, a recommendation 

for the high commissioner to assume the titular rank of commander-in-chief with 

ultimate responsibility for military affairs conflicted with the assurances given to the 

Army Commander in August.
71

   

 

The report also contained an interesting note regarding the organisation of 

the Middle East Department, stating that any estimate of numbers required 

depended on policy for the A a ia  sphe e, a d the easu e of o t ol that it is 

proposed to exercise from London over the a tio s of the autho ities o  the spot. 72
  

In that context it is worth noting that prior to the conference scheduled to be held 

in Cairo in March, Churchill informed Cox that if he could not see his way clear to 

absenting himself from Mesopotamia for approximately one month, he would make 

the necessary decisions on the new ruler, the size, ha a te  and organisation of 

the ga iso  … [and the] e te t of te ito  to e held a d ad i iste ed .73
  

 

The Colonial Office Middle East Department was established in February 

1921. On 8 February, “i  A thu  Hi tzel de li ed Chu hill s e uest to o side  

taking the post as head of the new department, preferring to remain at the India 
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Office. However, on his recommendation, J.E. Shuckburgh was appointed head of 

the Middle East Department, and Permanent Assistant Under-Secretary of State.
74

 

The Colonial Office Middle East Department soon set to work preparing an agenda 

detailing the procedures and timetable for Feisal s i t odu tio  i to Mesopota ia 

which formed in large part the future political policy for Mesopotamia.
75

  The 

circulation of a paper by the War Office General Staff, supporting the selection of 

Feisal for the Mesopotamian throne, signalled that at least the warring 

Departments of State agreed on the future head of state.
76

 All that remained was 

for authorities from London and the Middle East to gathe  i  Cai o to de ise a  

immediate programme for reducing the Army of Occupation .77
   

 

The debates over centralisation of control and future military policy revealed that in 

the fractious polycratic system, the differences of opinion were not over the ends of 

imperial policy, but rather, the means by which Britain could retain its hold on 

Mesopotamia at the lowest possible cost. After three years of fruitless debate, 

Cabinet was forced into making a compromise decision to centralise control in the 
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Colonial Office la gel  as a esult of Chu hill s persistence. But during the period of 

vacillation, there were hints that the future, according to the plans of the 

peacemakers in Paris, was not the future some of the policymakers envisaged. 

Furthermore, exogenous factors impinged on Mesopotamian policy stemming from 

the decisions of the peacemakers in Paris, ongoing misgivings regarding the League 

of Nations, and the rise of Mustapha Ke al s Turkish Nationalists in Angora, 

determined to claim territory lost during the war. Moreover, Russia reappeared in 

the east in a different guise, not as an ally, but as an ideological and perceived 

military threat, and an ally of the Turkish Nationalists. Despite misgivings regarding 

the League of Nations, it is clear that by accepting the mandates for Mesopotamia 

and Palestine, the League was to be used as leverage to secure British interests.  

Moreover, the mandates system appeared to offer a means by which the difficulties 

associated with constructing a predominantly Arab state, which could survive the 

transition from direct to indirect control, could be managed at little cost to the 

empire, while at the same time, safeguarding British interests, traditional and 

newly-acquired. Nonetheless, the mandate presented fresh challenges to British 

policy-makers.  

 

 The Mesopotamian Mandate:  

The architects of the mandates system did not set a time frame for the 

period of tutelage. However, the A  lass atego isatio  applied to the mandates 

for Palestine, Mesopotamia and Syria indicated that those states would be the first 
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to attain independent status.
78

 As noted earlier, Balfour anticipated that the 

a hi e  of i spe tio  hi h the League of Nations would require, would be a 

source of possible conflict between the League and the Mandatory power.
79

 

Furthermore, together with the hopes expressed in Winterto s petitio  to Lloyd 

George in June 1920, there were early indications that some ministers also hoped 

that the period of mandatory control would be brief.  During debates on the 

centralisation of control in June 1920, Montagu expressed his hope that the 

go e e t s obligations as a mandatory power would e t a sito  a d 

di i ishi g .80
  Mo tagu s aim to hasten the transition from direct to indirect 

British control in Mesopotamia was consonant with his preoccupation with 

constitutional reform in India, and his concerns regarding the effect of the Ottoman 

settle e t o  I dia s Musli  populatio .81
 Somewhat surprisingly, Curzon too, 

hoped that the a dated te ito ies ould a hie e i depe de e at a 

o pa ati el  ea l  stage , o iati g the e essit  for the establishment of a new 

department.
82

  There was also early confusion in London over responsibility for 

formulating the terms by which the mandates were to be exercised. At the 
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beginning of July, Lord Robert Cecil, now serving as a British representative to the 

League Assembly, complained that there were three different statements from 

three members of the government.
83

 Some of the confusion was resolved in August, 

when the Council of the League adopted the recommendations in a report 

submitted by Paul Hymans, the Belgian representative.  Accordingly, responsibility 

for defining the terms of the mandates and the delimitation of the frontiers 

between the mandated territories rested with the Allied Powers. Only after the 

draft terms had been submitted to the League, would the mandates be formally 

recognised.
84

   

 

The issue of sovereignty over the mandated territories, however, remained 

unclear. The Cou il adopted H a s  e o e datio  fo  dou le  so e eig t , to 

be held by the League and the Mandatory power, governing in the name of the 

League.
85

  W.R. Louis observed that while the British government objected to the 

implication that authority to govern the mandates ultimately rested with the 

League, the Cou il s de isio  was reluctantly accepted.
86

   

 

The terms of the mandates for Palestine and Mesopotamia were drafted in 

August and September 1920, by officials from the Foreign and India Offices in 
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consultation with the local authorities, and reviewed by Cu zo s I te depa t e tal 

Conference.
87

  Based on Article 22 of the Covenant, and Article 132 of the Treaty of 

Sèvres, in which the Ottoman government renounced sovereignty over the three 

Vilayets, the draft terms defined the obligations and responsibilities of the 

mandatory power in relation to the League of Nations and Mesopotamia.
88

 The 

mandate concept accorded ith B itai s i te tio  to ule Mesopota ia i di e tl , 

however during the drafting process there were signs that some of the policy 

makers objected to the nature and extent of the obligations to which the draft 

committed the British government. 

 

Montagu argued that the d aft a date as disast ous : the cost of 

maintaining peace during the transition to independence would place a burden on 

the Treasury which would be unacceptable to the British taxpayer. Consistent with 

his earlier insistence on a treaty relationship, Montagu informed Curzon that he 

wished to form an Arab government at once in order to relieve the government of 

responsibility for the country as quickly as possible.
89

   On the other hand, Curzon 

believed that in order to create the rudiments  of a  i depe de t state, at the 

outset it would be necessary to exercise the full powers afforded by the draft 
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mandate. Nonetheless, he expected no opposition from Geneva or Baghdad if some 

powers were formally relinquished to the local government if it proved capable.
90

   

 

Cu zo s ague assu a e e ei ed a jolt, ho e e , he  it e a e lea  

that there was significant opposition to the terms of the mandates.  While the 

German government o je ted to the Cou il s de isio  fo  the a dato  po e s 

to determine the terms of their mandates, the Japanese government objected to 

the lack of a guarantee for freedom of trade in the draft mandates.
91

  Of more 

concern, Curzon was informed by Bainbridge Colby, the American Secretary of 

State, that his government questioned the validity of the Turkish Petroleum 

Co pa s pre-war concession, and opposed the provision in the San Remo oil 

agreement that if a private o pa  as to de elop Mesopota ia s oil esou es, it 

would be under permanent British control. This, the American government charged, 

constituted a British monopoly which ran counter to the ideal of equal opportunity. 

Furthermore, Colby insisted that as an Associated Allied Power, the United States 

government retained the right to consider the terms of the mandates prior to their 

submission to the League.
 92

  In response, Curzon pressed for the League to pass the 

mandates promptly,
 93

 and Balfour requested Sir Eric Drummond, the Secretary-

General of the League, to d a  the Cou il s atte tio  to the ad isa ilit  of 
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i gi g to a lose the te po a  a a ge e ts u e tl  i  fo e. 94
 Accordingly, 

the draft terms were submitted to the Council on 7 December 1920.
95

  

 

There were, nonetheless, further hurdles to overcome. Curzon was notified 

by the British High Commissioner in Constantinople that attempts to come to terms 

with the Turkish Nationalists had failed,
 96

 and later in the month the 

Foreign Office informed the French Embassy in London that the Italian Government 

was opposed to the entry into force of the mandates pending ratification of the 

Treaty of Sèvres.
97

  R. Marrs, assistant secretary in the India Office Political 

Depa t e t, oted that te h ically, [the] Italians are correct, but for the peace of 

the Middle East, perhaps it is necessary to anticipate a ratification which we and 

the  k o  a  ot o u . 98
 Apparently the French Government shared those 

sentiments, for in January, Sir Charles Hardinge, British Ambassador in Paris, 

informed the Foreign Office that while the French Government was anxious for the 

League Council to accept the draft mandates at once, the territories in question 

remained under Ottoman sovereignty. As the Ottoman government was, in the 

interim, not bound by the League of Nations Covenant, or by the decisions of the 

Supreme Council at San Remo, the mandate for Mesopotamia had no legal 
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standing.
99

 As a way of resolving what was in effect, an issue of sovereignty, 

Hardinge suggested that if the League Council could be persuaded to issue the 

mandates provisionally, pending ratification of the Treaty of Sèvres, the position of 

the mandatory would, in the opinion of HMG be rendered more stable from a legal 

point of view .
100

 

 

To add further to the confusion, after reading the terms of the mandates in 

the morning papers, Feisal protested to Lord Curzon, claiming, quite rightly, that 

they did not coincide with the undertakings made to his father in 1915.
101

  It is 

unlikely that Curzon was i flue ed  Feisal s p otest. However, the India Office 

was informed that Curzon had changed his mind. He now wished to postpone 

consideration of the mandates by the League, since he believed that the Council 

was likely to receive further objections to various provisions in the terms.  He 

suggested that the British representative to the Council take the line that a 

conference of Allied foreign ministers, to be held in London to consider 

modifications to the terms of the Treaty of Sèvres, coincided with the next 

scheduled League Council meeting.  As a result, the Council would be unaware of 

any modifications to the treaty when considering the mandates. In any case, Curzon 

did not believe that a postponement would inconvenience the local authorities.
102

   

A week later, an interdepartmental conference decided that since Churchill was 

preparing to travel to Egypt, and needed time to consult with the British 
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representatives in Palestine and Mesopotamia, it would be preferable to defer the 

attempt to secure formalisation of the British mandates to a subsequent Council 

meeting.
103

 

 

The Cairo Conference, 12-22 March 1921:  

A gathering of military, political and Treasury officials from London, Cairo and 

Baghdad, met for two weeks in Cairo to decide the future shape of the Middle East. 

It is almost universally recognised by historians that future British policy for 

Mesopota ia, a d A dullah s o pe satio  as ilita  go e o  of T ansjordan, 

had been settled prior to the conference.
 104

  It was the details of the military and 

financial retrenchments which constituted the principal purpose of the conference, 

a process which could only be completed in a short space of time by consultation 

with the authorities on the spot.
 
The political programme for Mesopotamia, 

developed by the Middle East Department prior to the gathering in Cairo, was 

approved, and after other potential candidates for the throne had been discussed 

and rejected, only Feisal remained.
105

  Significantly, at the third meeting of the 

Political Committee, the Middle East Depa t e t s ti eta le fo  Feisal, hi h 

included a proposal to modify the mandate into the form of a treaty, was 

considered. Aaron Klieman asserts that it as ot dis ussed di e tl , however, the 

minutes of the meeting record that there was general agreement on the timetable 
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for Feisal s passage to Mesopotamia, which included the possibility of a future 

treaty relationship.
106

   

 

More importantly, matters including the introduction of T e ha d s air 

control scheme, the recruitment of local levies to serve as a temporary Imperial 

police force to supplement the British garrison until an Arab Army was established, 

and financial arrangements relating to the transfer of assets were discussed and 

approved. In other words, the recommendations of the conference represented a 

comprehensive programme of military contraction, reduction of expenses, and 

devolution of responsibility for the administration of the country, pivoted on the 

election of Feisal as king of the new state of Iraq.
107

  As Lloyd George reminded 

Churchill, however, Feisal s appoi t e t as o ditio al o  his a epta e of the 

terms of the mandate.
108

  

 

 It is clear that some of the innovations which formed the policy 

recommendations of the conference at Cairo were not, in fact, new ideas. The 

settlement resembled in form, if not in geographical scope, the plan for an Arab 

state under indirect British control conceived by the authorities in Cairo in late 

1914. Mo e sig ifi a tl , Chu hill s “ha ifia  solutio  as fo eshado ed  the 
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partition of the Ottoman provinces envisaged in the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916. 

The air control scheme was another example where the recommendations for the 

future defe e of the ou t  at hed al ost e a tl  ith Chu hill s p oposals 

which had prompted Cox to offer his resignation in January. It seems, however, that 

the tension between Churchill and Cox was resolved during their time together in 

Cairo, temporarily at least.  

 

The final report of the Conference report provided an apt coda to the 

previous years of confusion, conflict and delay, noting that 

[q]uestions which would normally have involved protracted correspondence 

between Departments in London were settled i  a fe  hou s  f ie dl  
discussion. The experiment was amply justified by its results.

109
 

 

Significantly, while Cabinet subsequently approved the recommendations of the 

Cairo Conference, it was decided to defer consideration of a treaty.
110

   

 

Conclusion. 

In spite of the fact that a future policy had finally been formulated, and amid 

concerns relating to the mandate, further questions remained: whether the local 

populatio  ould a ept Feisal s a didatu e fo  the th o e; hethe  the othe  

aspirants could be persuaded to withdraw their claims, and more importantly, 

whether Feisal would prove to be a compliant king following the switch from direct 

to indirect control.  
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 CAB/24/126: Report on Middle East Conference, part VI: Conclusion, 12. Interestingly, during the 

discussions of the Political Committee, it was revealed that the Government of India, still paying an 

annual amount of 60,000 rupees for the strip of foreshore in Kuwait, recommended the termination 

of the lease. Mi utes of a “u -Co ittee o  the Questio  of “u sidies , a e u e to the th
 

meeting of the Political Committee, 18 March 1921, 191. 
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 CAB/23/24: Cabinet Conclusions, 14(21), 22 March, 1921. 
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There was much to be done before the mandate was secured, but in the 

meantime, the imposition of the Sharifian solution on Iraq, and the decision to quit 

the mandate early involved authorities in London and Iraq in even greater acts of 

deception than the rationalisation of self-determination. During the next decade, in 

an effort to escape from the obligations of the mandate, already foreshadowed in 

the recommendations of the Cairo Conference, the targets of the deception were 

the Iraqi people and the League of Nations. But in contriving a solution to the legal 

and political dilemmas associated with the mandate in 1921, the policy-makers 

were asking for trouble. 
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Chapter Six 

 

Asking for trouble: the League of Nations Mandate, 1921 – 1932. 

 

 

During a discussion on British policy in Iraq in December 1925, Lord Robert Cecil  

 

stated prophetically, 

 

[y]ou must be careful in instituting a policy, in beginning it, because it is the 

consequences of what you do that really binds your action in the future.
1
  

 

 

 

Unlike in previous years, polycratism was not the primary influence on the 

formulation of policy during the 1920s. Indeed, from early in the decade, the policy for Iraq 

was remarkably consistent. Inter-departmental rivalry was less apparent following the 

introduction of the Royal Air Force defence scheme in October 1922, when responsibility for 

the defence of Iraq was transferred from the War Office to the Air Ministry.
2
 The occasional 

clashes which occurred between the Foreign and Colonial Offices related primarily to their 

responsibilities to the League of Nations. From 1922, the Foreign Office assumed 

responsibility for relations with the League, and the defence of British policy against 

opposition at Geneva. On the other hand, with responsibility for the administration of the 

mandate, the Colonial Office dealt directly with Feisal and the Iraqi government through the 

High Commissioner. Accordingly, the principle challenges for policy-makers during this 

                                                           
1
 Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, House of Lords, 21 December 1925, vol. 62, c. 1701. Cecil served as the 

Cha ello  of the Du h  of La aste  i  “ta le  Bald i s Co se ati e ad i ist atio  f o   to . 
Simultaneously, he served as President of the influential pressure group, the League of Nations Union, from 

 to . Fo  a e e t a ou t of Ce il s politi al life see Ga o  Joh so , Lord Robert Cecil: Politician and 

Internationalist, Farnham, Surrey, Ashgate, 2013. 
2
 There were instances, however, when minor disputes reached the level of high farce. A dispute between the 

Colo ial a d Fo eig  Offi es o e  the spelli g of I a , hi h Fo eig  Offi e offi ials o siste tl  spelled as 
I ak , d agged o  fo  se e al ea s. The hostile o espo de e et ee  the two departments attests to the 

nature of interdepartmental relations whereby Foreign Office officials perceived the Colonial Office as a junior 

partner. In this particular dispute the Foreign Office finally conceded defeat in 1926. See CO730/72/3730 and 

CO / /  fo  the heated e ha ges i  , a d fo  a  a al sis of this dispute see Jeffe  ‘udd, I ak o  
I a ? The P o le  of Geog aphi al No e latu e i  B itish Offi ial Use , i  A. “usse  & A. “ h uele itz, eds. , 
The Hashemites in the Modern Arab World: Essays in honour of the late Professor Uriel Dann, Abingdon & New 

York, Frank Cass, 1995, 111-138. 
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period were the conflicting aims and priorities of the League of Nations, the French, the 

Turks, and Feisal, and the tension between the mandate ideal and the desire of policy-

makers to revert to a less formal method of imperial control. 

 

Ultimately, the ideals of the Mandate were dropped in favour of reducing costs, 

securing British interests, and making an early exit from the obligations and responsibilities 

of the mandate. While cost and negative public opinion go some way towards explaining 

this decision, it will be argued that there was an equally compelling motivation which 

underscored the calculations of the policy-makers during the 1920s, arising from a distrust 

of the League of Nations, and a reluctance to submit British policy to international scrutiny.  

 

 

1921-1923: Defining a Policy: international and domestic influences.  

 

Cu zo s fears of opposition to the terms of the draft mandate were compounded 

when the United States government addressed its concerns regarding the mandates directly 

to the League of Nations in February 1921.
3
 As a result, the Foreign Office was informed that 

some of the members of the League Council were reluctant to proceed with the passing of 

the A  mandates.
4
  To add to Cu zo s frustration, neither the Turkish nor the Greek 

                                                           
3
 FO371/6363/E2472:  Sir A. Geddes, Washington, to Foreign Office, 25 February, 1921.The British Ambassador 

to Washington informed the Foreign Offi e that the U ited “tates  go e e t had fo a ded the ote f o  
Colby to Curzon, dated November 1920, to the League Council on 21 February. The correspondence between 

Lord Curzon and the United States government from May 1920 to February 1921 is preserved in Cmd 1226, 

Mis ella eous o. , : Co espo de e et ee  His Majest s Go e e t a d the U ited “tates 
A assado  espe ti g e o o i  ights i  a dated te ito ies . UCLA I te et A hi e, 
https://archive.org/stream/hismajestyscorresp00grearich/hismajestyscorresp00grearich_djvu.txt Accessed 24 

October, 2014. 
4
 FO / /W : The U ited “tates a d the Ma dates , ‘.H. Ca p ell, Western Department, Foreign 

Office, 4 July, 1921. Campbell noted that the French government had taken fright, given the implications of the 

U ited “tates  de a d i  espe t of the a date fo  “ ia, a d it as e pe ted that the “pa ish, Italia  a d 
Chinese representatives on the League Council would also refuse to consider the mandates. For further 

a al sis see W . ‘oge  Louis, The U ited Ki gdo  a d the Begi i g of the Ma dates “ ste , - , 
87-88.  
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representatives accepted the revisions to the terms of the Treaty of Sèvres recommended 

by the Allied foreign ministers at a meeting in London in March.
5
 

 

H.W.Malkin, a member of the British delegation at Geneva, noted that from a legal 

pe spe ti e, the U ited “tates  go e e t had o ight to de a d o sultatio , gi e  the 

“e ate s efusal to ratify the Treaty of Versailles, and therefore the Covenant of the League. 

At the same time, he outli ed B itai s a iguous legal positio  i  Mesopota ia, he e  

in strict law the Mandatory has only the rights of the occupying belligerent; [but] it 

has been impossible in practice to confine the necessary administrative action to 

what is within the powers of an occupying belligerent, and both France and England 

are taking action every day for which a strictly legal justification is impossible to find.
6
  

 

Less confident than Hardinge had been of the ability of the government to persuade the 

League to formalise the mandates, Malkin concluded that if the Council postponed 

consideration of the draft terms i defi itel , B itai s positio  ould e o e i possi le .7 

 

The inconclusive discussions of a conference of Ministers revealed that there was no 

unanimity when it came to the question of proceeding without formal approval. Despite the 

implementation of the policy designed in Cairo, the debate had progressed no further than 

those of the previous year. Chu hill s proposal to abandon the Mandate and withdraw all 

British troops immediately was countered by Curzon, who stated that it would be diffi ult i  

practice, however desirable in theory to withdraw from Palestine and Mesopotamia and 

                                                           
5
 In a memorandum written in December 1921, Curzon vented frustration over his inability to bring the Treaty 

of Sèvres to fruition. Curzon Papers, F112/292, ff. 129- : Me o a du  of P oposals fo  Dis ussio  at the 
Co fe e e of Allied Fo eig  Mi iste s o  the ‘e isio  of the T eat  of “ es ,  De e e , 1921. For an 

account of the conference in March 1921, see M. Llewellyn Smith, Ionian Vision, 180-197. The Greek 

delegation was headed by Nikolaos Kalogeropoulos, Prime Minister of Greece from February to April, 1921. 

The representative of the Ottoman government, Tewfik Pasha, was replaced by Bekir Sami, the Foreign 

Minister of the Ankara government. See also, Curzon Papers, F112/292, ff. 129- : Me o a du  of P oposals 
for Discussion at the Conference of Allied Ministers on the Revision of the Treaty of “ es ,  De e e , 

, hi h gi es a  i di atio  of Cu zo s f ust atio  o e  his i a ilit  to i g the T eat  to f uitio . 
6
 British Library, Curzon Papers F112/287: Memorandum by H.W. Malkin, 1 June, 1921, ff.313-315. 

7
 Ibid. 
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hand those ou t ies o e  to a a h .8
   Following this discussion, suggestions to offer the 

mandates to the United States government in order to counter opposition from that quarter 

were vetoed by Lloyd George.
 9

 Later in the month, in order to forestall American 

interference, the League Council advised the governments concerned to come to an 

a a ge e t ega di g pa ti ipatio  i  the de elop e t of Mesopota ia s oil esou es  

direct negotiation.
10

  However, given the ambivalent attitude of the policy makers to the 

processes set in train in 1918, dis o fo t ith the League s defi itio  of so e eig t  and 

indeed, concerns that the League would survive without the participation of Germany and 

the United States,
 11

 it is clear that there were grave concerns relating to B itai s 

anomalous legal position in Mesopotamia.  

                                                           
8
 FO371/7050/6562: C.P. : Notes of a Co fe e e held at the Fo eig  Offi e ,  Ju e, .  Chai ed  

the Foreign Secretary, Lord Curzon; the principal attendees were A.J. Balfour, Lord President of the Council; 

Winston Churchill and H.A.L. Fisher, President of the Board of Education. Also present were Sir C. Hurst, legal 

counsellor to the Foreign Office, and Sir Eric Drummond, Secretary-General of the League of Nations. 
9
 FO371/7050/W6563: Sir Eric Drummond, Secretary-General of the League of Nations, Geneva, to A.J. Balfour, 

2 June 1921. A member of the British Delegation to the Peace Conference, Drummond was appointed 

Secretary-General of the League of Nations in April 1919. A similar proposal, first mooted by Lloyd George, was 

met with enthusiasm by Winston Churchill. M. Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, vol. IV, 592. However, Lloyd 

George quickly disassociated himself from the proposal. see Curzon Papers, F112/287, ff241-242: copy of a 

lette  f o  Llo d Geo ge to Chu hill,  Ju e, . “i  Mau i e Ha ke s iog aphe  otes that Chu hill s 
offe  as p o a l  ade to gue i  heek . “. ‘oskill, Hankey: Man of Secrets, Vol. II, 203. See also G. 

Wheat oft, Chu hill s )io is , i  W . ‘oge  Louis, ed. , Ultimate Adventures with Britannia: Personalities, 

Politics and Culture in Britain, London, I.B. Tauris, 2009, chapter 14, 185-201. During that period Churchill also 

proposed reviving the Ottoman Empire, coming to terms with Mustafa Kemal, and evacuating Palestine. His 

erratic and inconsistent stance on the Middle East has been well documented; see for example, a collection of 

essays by A.J.P. Taylor, R.R. James, J.H. Plumb, Basil Liddell Hart and Anthony Storr, [1968], Churchill: Four 

Faces and the Man, New York, Dial Press, 1969. 
10

 CAB24/125: G. da Cunha, Acting President of the Council of the League of Nations, Geneva, to the Foreign 

Secretary, 15 June, 1921.  In 1922, Churchill proposed that American oil companies should be offered a 

i o it  holdi g i  the Tu kish Pet oleu  Co pa . CAB / : C.P. , “e et, I a  Oil , e o a du   
W.S. Churchill, 13 March, 1923. In 1923, American interests were provisionally allocated 25 per cent of the 

Co pa s sha e apital. While A e i a  pa ti ipatio  i  the Tu kish Pet oleu  Co pa  put a  e d to the 
U ited “tates  o je tio s to the iolatio  of the League Co e a t s Ope  Doo  p o isio , the a a ge e t i  
fact, signified American participation in a monopoly. See P. Sluglett, Britain in Iraq, ; W . ‘oge  Louis, The 
United Kingdom and the Beginning of the Mandates System, 1919- , . 
11

 Curzon Papers, F112/307, ff. 28-34, 64- : “te og aphi  Notes of a Meeti g of the ‘ep ese tati es of the 
U ited Ki gdo , the Do i io s, a d I dia , th

 meeting, 24 June 1921, and 20
th

 meeting, 8 July, 1921. Lloyd 

Geo ge s o e s elated to the e du a e of the League ithout the pa ti ipatio  of the U.“. a d half the 
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See R.B. Henig, (ed.), The League of Nations, Edinburgh, Oliver & Boyd, 1973, 4, 14-15: Henig stated that 
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Given the indecision in Whitehall, Churchill sought the views of the High 

Commissioners for Mesopotamia and Palestine.
12

  Cox immediately took the opportunity to 

e i e the Middle East Depa t e t s p oposal fo  a t eat  elatio ship with Feisal. 

Dis issi g the fi di gs of Wilso s su e  i  late , he reiterated the proposal made six 

months previously, that the government reveal hitherto covert plans by announcing that the 

majority of the public favoured one of the sons of Hussein as head of state, that Feisal had 

espo ded to all[s] f o  I a  a d that he ould, if he ade good, ha e the suppo t of His 

Majest s Go e e t .  Furthermore, he advised Churchill that in order to deflect 

opposition from Geneva, the League Council should be informed that Mesopotamia was 

p og essi g o e ui kl  tha  a ti ipated to a ds Natio al Go e e t , rendering some 

of the provisions of the draft mandate obsolete. As a result, he believed converting the 

mandate into a treaty would provide the best solution.
13

   

 

Chu hill s de isio  to o sult Co  e ealed that despite the apparent unanimity 

during the Cairo Conference, differences between Cox and the Colonial Office remained. 

With Feisal due to arrive in Baghdad imminently, the Colonial Office considered it would be 

highl  i o e ie t  if the a date te s, a d the efo e, B itai s poli  fo  Mesopotamia, 

were under challenge at Geneva.
14

 While accepting that a treaty relationship would serve to 

avoid local opposition to the mandate, officials in the Middle East Department objected to 

                                                                                                                                                                                     

from the discussions at the Imperial Conference that despite some reservations, the senior members of the 

coalition government accepted that, for the safety of the empire, working within the League offered the best 

chance. 
12

 CAB24/125, C.P.3040: Secretary of State for the Colonies to High Commissioners for Mesopotamia and 

Palestine, no. 129, 1 June, 1921. 
13

 CAB24/125: High Commissioner, Mesopotamia to Secretary of State, no. 156, private and personal, 4 June, 

1921. 
14

 Curzon Papers, F112/287, ff. 236- : C.P. : Note o  Palesti e a d Mesopota ia  Ma dates , Middle 
East Department, Colonial Office, 8 June 1921. 
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the implication i  Co s p oposal that the treaty would replace the mandate, stressing, as 

othe s had, that the a date as the o l  a e ue  hi h B itai s positio  i  

Mesopotamia could be secured.
15

  

 

The a ti ities of the High Co issio e  a d his staff p io  to Feisal s a i al i  

Mesopotamia at the end of June, and in the period before his accession to the throne in 

August, and the deception required to achieve this end have been well documented.
16

   

One week before his coronation was scheduled to take place the Colonial Office was 

informed that Feisal refused to accept the mandate, one of the conditions for his 

acceptance of the throne.
17

    

 

Co s effo ts to pla ate Feisal i luded a  e t e e suggestio  to follo  the 

p e ede t set he  A e ia, Geo gia a d Aze aija  de a ded a d e e a o ded 

i depe de e  in 1919.  He advised the government to consider dropping the mandate and 

secretly preparing a treaty along the lines of the Anglo-Persian Agreement, followed by a 

de la atio  of Mesopota ia s i depe de e.18
  Seemingly, Cox was seeking to encourage 
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 Ibid. 
16

 “ee fo  e a ple, Ge t ude Bell s o espo de e ith he  fa il , a aila le o li e f o  the U i e sit  of 
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Eastern Studies, Vol. 25, no. 1, (May, 1998), 5-46, (accessed online, 2/12/2014). Moreover, by 1921, the three 

independent nations mentioned by Cox had been overrun by Russian troops and incorporated into the Soviet 

Union. See G. Lenczowski, [1952], The Middle East in World Affairs, 4
th

 edition, London, Ithaca, 1980, 71, 108-

109. For British policy relating to Armenia, see Akaby Nassibian, Britain and the Armenian Question 1915-1923, 

London, Croom Helm, 1984. 
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the growth of a pro-B itish ode ate  I a i atio alis  i  o de  to sile e the so-called 

e t e ists , agitati g fo  i depe de e f o  B itish o t ol. Following the appointment of 

an interdepartmental committee to discuss the terms of the proposed treaty, however, 

Churchill clarified the position, testily informing Cox that the treaty was not designed to 

replace the mandate, given that  

[w]e must be in a position to show that in making the Treaty we are still legally in 

position to discharge and are not seeking to evade the responsibilities we have 

assumed towards the League of Nations.
19

  

 

A plan was conceived at that meeting, the kernel of which can be traced back to 

Curzon, in correspondence with Montagu in October 1920. Following consultation with the 

Foreign Office, Cox was informed that Churchill intended to carry on with the fiction 

embodied in his original treaty proposal at the beginning of June. According to the plan, A.J. 

Balfour, the British representative on the League Council, was to be instructed to take the 

line at the Council meeting at the beginning of September that  

Iraq has advanced so far towards being able to stand alone that we are in a position 

which enables us to carry out our obligations to the League and foreign powers by 

means of a treaty. Possibly, they will agree that it can satisfactorily be left to Feisal 

himself to carry out certain of the provisions which we have inserted in our draft 

mandate. Regarding others the responsibility towards the League and other Powers 

must for some time remain with us.
20
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 CO730/4/41616: W.S. Churchill to Cox, personal and secret, 20 August, 1921. 
20

 CO730/4/41616: Secretary of State for the Colonies to High Commissioner, Baghdad, no. 336, 20 August, 

1921. Dodge, Inventing Iraq, , a d a o e e e t offe i g, ha e is ep ese ted Chu hill s i te tio s i  this 
teleg a . “ee U. Nata aja , C eati g a d ‘e eati g I a : Lega ies of the Ma date “ ste  i  Co te po a  
U de sta di gs of Thi d Wo ld “o e eig t , Leiden Journal of International Law, Vol. 24, no. 4, December 

2011, 808, (accessed on-line 08/08/2014). Churchill did not go to the League of Nations to gain approval for 

ithd a i g ulti ate po e  f o  the High Co issio e , as is a gued. ‘athe , he as p oposi g a li e hich 

the British Representative to the League Council might take. As later events would prove, Cox retained the 

authority to exercise full power for the remainder of his tenure in Iraq. 
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Balfour, however, refused to comply.
21

 The League Council was not informed of the 

go e e t s i te tio s. Nonetheless, Feisal was crowned King of Iraq on 23 August, before 

the mandate came into force.  At the beginning of October, the President of the League 

Council requested the British government to carry on administering the territories 

concerned in the spirit  of the d aft Mandates
22

, signifying in principle acceptance of the 

San Remo allocation. As a result, Churchill gave formal approval for the commencement of 

treaty negotiations with Feisal in Baghdad.
23

 The League Council was eventually informed of 

the go e e t s i te tio s in November, when the British representative, H.A.L. Fisher, 

made the announcement to which Balfour had objected. Fisher stressed, however, that the 

treaty was merely a device through which to regulate relations between the British and Iraqi 

governments, hile B itai s o ligatio s a d espo si ilities to the League, according to the 

draft Mandate remained.
24

   

 

In his work, Imperial Quest for Oil, Helmut Mejcher contended that the treaty served 

as camouflage for the mandate, to placate Feisal and his adherents in Baghdad.
25

 While that 

was certainly the case, the treaty served more than one purpose. Ministers and officials in 

London and Baghdad were well aware that B itai s legal position in Mesopotamia, and 
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 British Library, Curzon Papers, F112/287, ff. 306-307: C.P. 3440: A.J. Balfour, Geneva, to Winston Churchill, 8 

September, 1921.  
22

 Hansard: Austen Chamberlain, House of Commons Debates, vol. 153, 10 April, 1922, cc20-1. 
23

 CO730/5/51690: Secretary of State for the Colonies, despatch no. 457, to High Commissioner, Baghdad, 19 

October, 1921. 
24

 Curzon Papers, F112/287, ff. 319-323: C.P. 3486: Note by the Cabinet Secretary, Thomas Jones, 15 
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25

 H. Mejcher, Imperial Quest for Oil, 80. 



205 

 

i deed Feisal s, rested on slender foundations. During treaty negotiations in Baghdad, Feisal 

highlighted the position when he asked why the treaty had been based on the unratified 

Treaty of Sèvres.
26

  More importantly, the go e e t s willingness to enter into a treaty 

relationship with Feisal with such alacrity was also no doubt a reflection of the intention to 

revert to a looser form of indirect control than that envisaged in the terms of the draft 

mandate. As Churchill had assured the House of Commons in June, a treaty relationship 

ould allo  fo  fu the  dise gage e t f o  the u de s a d espo si ilities of these 

e a assi g egio s .
27

  

 

Gi e  Chu hill s confidence in the Cairo Conference programme, the year 1921 

ended badly in terms of policy for Iraq.  A constitutional monarch occupied the throne of a 

state with ill-defined borders and no constitution; Turkish nationalist forces were reported 

to be penetrating into northern Mosul province, attempting to win over the Kurds,
28

 and 

with continuing tribal unrest in the province, Chu hill s p og a e of t oop edu tio s was 

not taking place at the rate originally contemplated. To complete the gloomy picture, The 

Times reported renewed calls for the ag a d aggage  evacuation of Iraq.
29

  However, 

having installed their protégé on the throne, and with imperial interests to secure, it would 
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 CO730/8/60457: High Commissioner, Baghdad, paraphrase telegram no. 756, to the Secretary of State for 

the Colonies, 4 December, 1921, enclosing extracts from a letter from Hubert Young to Shuckburgh, dated 19 
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 Hansard, Parliamentary Debates, House of Commons, vol. 143, 14 June 1921, c. 282. 
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have not been in the British go e e t s interest to evacuate, leaving the mission 

incomplete. 

 

Early in 1922, Sir Cecil Hurst, the Foreign Office legal adviser, noted the complete 

lack of progress in Geneva towards formalising the mandate. Moreover, he anticipated 

difficulty in obtaining acceptance of the treaty by the Secretariat of the League Council, 

ge tle e  ho  I k o   e pe ie e to e e t e el  pe i ket  a d apt to e ti eso e 

if ot o st u ti e. 30
 The formulation of the terms of the treaty proved equally problematic.  

Afte  th ee o ths  de ate, the depa t e ts o e ed ag eed o  all the articles in the 

draft treaty except that which related to the control of Iraq s foreign relations.
31

   

 

The subsequent Cabinet debate clearly illustrated the different priorities of the 

Colo ial a d Fo eig  Offi es. Chu hill a d his Colo ial Offi e e pe ts  e e p epa ed to 

allow Feisal to assume wider powers than those envisaged in the draft mandate in order to 

raise an Arab army, thereby facilitating the reduction of the British garrison. On the other 

hand, Curzon stressed that the draft mandate specifically stated that that the British 

gove e t as espo si le fo  I a s foreign relations. Furthermore, he stated, Hurst had 

advised that any radical differences between the terms of the mandate and the treaty could 

not be justified to the League.  In any case, Balfour believed that the French government 

would block the proposal in the League Council. Ultimately, a decision was postponed, 
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pe di g e eipt of Co s ie s, su je t to hi h Churchill was authorised to proceed with 

treaty negotiations.
32

  

 

A week later, Cox reported that Feisal and the Naqib continued to insist on the 

a ogatio  of the a date. Despite the deletio  of all efe e es to the o d a date  i  

the draft treaty, they refused to continue with the negotiations. They had, it seems, 

discovered that the treaty was merely camouflage for the mandate.  Cox reverted to his 

earlier suggestion, entreating the government to decide if it was in a position to inform the 

League that B itai s a dato  espo si ilities had ee  fulfilled fo  th ee ea s, a d that 

the best way of securing the good-will of the Iraqis would be to give them what they 

wanted: a treaty of alliance between two independent states. If they subsequently failed to 

make good, it would not then be the fault of the British government.
 33 

 Presumably it would 

not have been the fault of the High Commissioner either, who seemed to have given no 

consideration to the likely response from Geneva.
34

 While the Foreign Office eventually 

prevailed on the question of foreign representation, a meeting of e pe ts  e uested  

Churchill following receipt of Co s despat h, appeared to show that the policy-makers 

remained at a loss over how to proceed.
35

  I  the i te i , the go e e t s poli  a e 

under fire in the House of Lords. Prophetically, the Liberal peer, Lord Sydenham warned that 

the treaty/mandate a a ge e t may land us in difficulties of all kinds which we cannot 

o  e ti el  fo esee .36
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Following the resumption of treaty negotiations, it appeared that Co s e dea ou  to 

nurture a pro-British moderate Iraqi nationalism had not succeeded. Furthermore, the 

British authorities in Baghdad were losing confidence in their protégé.  Hitherto a supporter, 

Kinahan Cornwallis, appointed as Adviser to the Ministry of the Interior in early 1921, noted 

that Feisal had proved a disappoi t e t .  According to Cornwallis, Feisal was forging links 

with extremists , interfering in administrative appointments, and refusing to take Co s 

advice.
37

  Cox admitted that given the optimistic accounts he had received f o  Chu hill s 

ad ise s p io  to Feisal s a i al i  I a , he too was o pletel  disillusio ed .
38

 Seemingly, by 

choosing Feisal and electing to exercise mandatory relations by way of a treaty, British 

policy for Iraq depended upon his co-operation.
39

 Ultimately, however, it was not required. 

 

Agitation against the treaty in the summer of 1922, supported by Feisal and his 

followers, the “hi a ulema and Iraqi nationalists, culminated in a confrontation between 

Feisal and Cox. In August, when Feisal became seriously ill, Cox was advised to keep hi  out 

of a tio  o  edi al g ou ds  a d given authority to re-impose direct control.
40

  Three 
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weeks later, Cox persuaded the Naqib of Baghdad, President of the Council of Ministers, to 

sign the treaty o  Feisal s ehalf.41
    

 

Article 1 of the treaty referred to I a s atio al so e eig t , albeit the territory 

over which that sovereignty extended was still unclear, and control of foreign relations, one 

of the touchstones of sovereignty, remained with the British Government. By the terms of 

a ti le , Feisal as to a ept the High Co issio e s ad i e o  all atte s elati g to 

finance; and article 6 pledged the British Government to secure the admission of Iraq to 

membership of the League of Nations as soo  as possi le .42
 A comparison of the draft 

mandate and the treaty illustrated that while the two documents were not identical, the 

main provisions of the mandate were reproduced in the draft treaty, as was intended.
43

 

 

The more important subsidiary military and financial agreements stipulated that the 

Iraq government was to devote 25 per cent of annual revenue to the maintenance of the 

army, and take full responsibility for internal order and external defence at the earliest 

possible date. The Iraq Government was also to bear the entire cost of the administration of 

the country, the maintenance of the British Residency, and I a s share of the Ottoman 

Public Debt. The railways, the port of Basra and other works undertaken during the military 

occupation would be handed over to the Iraq government at a later date, but paid for, with 

interest.
44

 Harsh terms perhaps, but it was an axiom of British imperial policy that 
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dependencies should pay for themselves as far as possible.
45

   The signature of the Anglo-

Iraq Treaty may have marked a stage in relations between the two governments, however, 

exogenous events, and changes of government in both London and Turkey were to have a 

significant impact on British policy for Iraq.  

 

In September 1922, the Greek forces in western Anatolia were routed by Mustafa 

Ke al s Turkish Nationalist army, which then turned its attention to the British garrison 

defending the Straits, culminating in a confrontation at Chanak.
46

 While a crisis was averted, 

the Conservatives abandoned the coalition, and on 19 October, Lloyd George resigned the 

premiership.
47

 At the same time, Mustafa Ke al s G a d Natio al Asse l  at A ka a 

abolished the Caliphate, and on 4 November, declared that the Ottoman government no 

longer existed. Problematically for the European powers, it also laid claim to the province of 

Mosul.
48

   

 

 In London, parliament was dissolved a d Chu hill s period as Colonial Secretary 

came to an end.
49

 The subsequent election campaign was fought along the li es of pea e 

a d et e h e t , and the platform upon which the campaign was fought demonstrated 

that for some of the leading members of the government, traditional Liberal and 
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Conservative Party attitudes to empire were merging, given that a number of Conservative 

Party candidates based their campaigns on withdrawal from Iraq.
50

   

 

Going against the grain of his Liberal instinct to withdraw from costly imperial 

engagements, Churchill circulated a paper setting out a comprehensive case for the 

inclusion of Mosul in the Iraq state, a question upon which he advised Cabinet to make an 

immediate decision, together with a decision on the question of Britain in Iraq generally.
51

  

In terms of demographics, Churchill argued that rather than being Turkish, the population of 

the province was predominantly Arab and Kurdish, together with a significant number of 

Christians, including approximately 20,000 Assyrians, settled by the British authorities near 

Amadia in the north of the province in 1921.
52

 Strategically, due to the geography of the 

region, he argued that it would be impossible to hold Baghdad without Mosul; and 

economically, the province provided the best prospects for agricultural development, 

together with the oil-bearing districts … upon which the future prosperity of the country so 

largely depends .
53

  Finally, from a political perspective he posited that the Arab state 

constructed by the British would collapse without Mosul. While admitting that Mosul was 
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not specifically mentioned in the treaty, according to Churchill the Iraqis understood that 

the treaty applied to the area currently administered by the Baghdad authorities.
54

   

 

On the departmental level, the strategic and political aspects of oil revealed that the 

Admiralty and the Colonial Office were thinking along similar lines. While both departments 

agreed that holding the territory was more important than the negotiations between oil 

companies then in progress, the Colonial Office believed that if Mosul reverted to Turkey, 

the rights of British oil interests could possibly be maintained.
 
 Similarly, the Admiralty 

argued that if Mosul remained within the Iraqi state, the supply of oil could then be 

controlled at the source. In that case, the o positio  of the Company or Companies which 

o k the oilfields is a atte  of less i po ta e .55
 

 

The general election in Britain resulted in a victory for the Conservative Party by a 

significant majority, heralding another departure from the structure of government during 

the Lloyd George coalition. Communications with the League of Nations, hitherto conducted 

by the Cabinet Office, were transferred to the Foreign Office in November 1922.
56

   Shortly 

thereafter, the newly-elected Prime Minister, Andrew Bonar Law, informed Curzon that he 

contemplated a complete withdrawal from Iraq.
57

    

 

                                                           
54

 Ibid. 
55

 CO730/27/60792: P.E. Marrack, for the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, to the Secretary of State for 

Fo eig  Affai s,  De e e , ; CO / / : I‘Q : Ca i et: Co ittee o  I a , Note  the Middle 
Eastern Department, Colonial  Office, 11 December, 1922. Among the extensive literature which foregrounds 

oil as the principle influence on British policy for Iraq and the Middle East more generally, see the previously 

mentioned H. Mejcher, Imperial Quest for Oil; P. Sluglett, Britain in Iraq; M. Kent, Moguls and Mandarins, and 

E. Black, British Petroleum and the Redline Agreement. 
56

 D.N. Chester & F.M.G. Willson, The Organization of British Central Government, 187, 290, 291. 
57

 British Library, Curzon Papers F112/282, ff. 11-13: Bonar Law to Curzon, personal, 7 December, 1922. 



213 

 

In preparation for negotiations for the Turkish peace treaty, Curzon was advised by 

the Cabinet to refuse to discuss the Turks  claim to Mosul on the grounds that the territory 

was part of the Arab state of Iraq. At the same time, however, Cu zo  as ad ised to avoid 

committing the British Government more deeply than they are already committed to 

o ti ued espo si ilit  fo  I a .  Gi e  Bo a  La s stated ai  as to ithd a  f o  

entanglements abroad, he appointed a Cabinet Committee to consider if the government 

should ratify the Anglo-Iraq treaty and, before negotiations at Lausanne were completed, 

whether Britain should continue to administer the mandate for Iraq.
58

 

 

The Committee on Iraq met eight times between December 1922 and March 1923.
59

 

Following the second meeting, Curzon was informed that a number of the members of the 

committee were likely to recommend a complete withdrawal from Iraq, and that as a result, 

there was no consensus on ratifying the treaty. Rather than polycratism, however, the lack 

of agreement reflected malaise.   The question was eventually decided by vote, a majority 

by the narrowest of margins deciding in favour of ratification.
60

  Significantly, in a scathing 

account of the o ittee s proceedings, Leo Amery, First Lord of the Admiralty, advised 
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Curzon that the est ha e of a eall  easo a le o lusio  ould e if o e o  o e 

e e s of the Ca i et e t out a d looked at the thi g o  the spot. 61
   

 

The Colonial Office would have preferred that Cox was not informed of the 

co ittee s p o eedi gs until their recommendations had been considered by Cabinet.
62

 

However, in mid-January Bonar Law decided to invite Cox to travel to London to enable the 

committee to hear his views.
63

  While revealing that his position regarding Basra had 

changed little since 1918, Co s responses to the question of withdrawing or remaining were 

contradictory, and would have been of little assistance. He believed that if the decision was 

made to withdraw, Basra should be retained in order to recover the value of the assets 

created by the British authorities during the war. Furthermore, he argued, withdrawal from 

I a  ould p ejudi e B itai s p edo i a e i  the Pe sia  Gulf. On the other hand, he 

stated that giving up half Britai s espo si ilities u de  the Mandate would be morally 

indefensible.
64

 When responding to a question relating to a possible demand from Feisal for 

modifications to the terms of the treaty, however, he provided the committee with a 

solution, pointing out that article 18 of the draft treaty provided for periodic revision of the 

terms.
65

 Shortly thereafter a protocol was appended to the treaty, reducing the period of 

the Mandate and treaty to four years from the date of the ratification of the Turkish peace 

treaty, with provision for a fresh agreement at the end of the four years if both parties 
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agreed:  a compromise et ee  the s uttle s  a d those ho ished not to withdraw from 

Iraq.
66

   

 

While negotiations at Lausanne stalled over the question of Mosul, Curzon s refusal 

to surrender the Mosul vilayet finally settled the issue.
67

 The final report of the committee 

stated that it ould e i possi le fo  His Majest s Government to su e de  … the 

te ito  hi h the  ha e just de li ed to gi e up. 68
   It was recognised, however, that no 

matter what decisions were made in London, British policy depended on acceptance by the 

League of Nations.
69

  

 

Toby Dodge erroneously argued that the conclusions of the Iraq Committee marked  

a decisive shift in British policy. The Mandate ideal  was dropped in favour of Britain 

 

exercising an advisory role, strictly limited by the time and money that could be expended 

 

on it .
70

 As Malcolm Yapp suggested, however, given the priorities of the policy formulated 

in Cairo, and the premise on which the treaty was based, it would appear that the mandate 

ideal , according to Article 22 of the Covenant of the League of Nations, had been 

                                                           
66

 The text of the Protocol is contained in CO730/48/27551: Foreign Office to the Secretary-General, League of 

Nations, Geneva, 17 May, 1923. See also P.W. Ireland, Iraq, ; a d Leo A e s dia  e t  fo   Ap il, 
1923, in J. Barnes & D. Nicolson, (eds.), The Leo Amery Diaries, Vol. I, 1896-1929, London, Hutchinson, 1980, 

325. 
67

 P. Sluglett, Britain in Iraq, 72-73, found it strange that during a speech at Lausanne in January, Curzon 

lai ed that the B itish go e e t s ase fo  the ete tio  of Mosul as ot i flue ed  the possi le 
existence of oil. This, Sluglett argued, was at variance with statements he made earlier during a conversation 

with one of the Italian negotiators, in which he made a vague promise to allow the Italians a share of the oil 

o e the Mosul issue as settled i  B itai s fa ou . It is u likely, however, that Curzon would reveal his 

go e e t s i te tio s i  a pu li  spee h, gi e  the attitude of the U ited “tates  go e e t.  
68

 B itish Li a , Cu zo  Pape s F / : C.P. , I‘Q , Ca i et Co ittee o  I a : Fi al ‘epo t ,  
March, 1923, f. 1. 
69

 Ibid. 
70

 T. Dodge, Inventing Iraq, 25. 



216 

 

abandoned well before 1923.
71

  With the signature of the protocol in May,
72

 the main lines 

of British policy had been set, the chief objective being to divest the government of 

responsibility for Iraq as quickly as possible. In the interim, exogenous and endogenous 

factors combined to delay the date of withdrawal beyond the four years contemplated in 

the protocol. Primarily, the Mosul issue remained unresolved.  The Treaty of Lausanne, 

signed on 24 July, provided for negotiations within a period of nine months, for the 

settlement of the frontier between Turkey and Iraq; failing agreement, the dispute would be 

referred to the Council of the League of Nations.
73

  

 

Co s last official duty in Iraq was to oversee the signing of the protocol by King 

Feisal. He left the country for the final time in May 1923, to be replaced by Sir Henry Dobbs, 

initially designated as Acting High Commissioner.
74

   Crucially, when Dobbs was officially 

appointed High Commissioner for Iraq on 15 September,
75

 the instructions issued by the 

Colonial Office regarding his executive role demonstrate that the level of autonomy enjoyed 

by Cox had been reined in and, possibly with his predecessor in mind, Dobbs was reminded 

that the formulation of policy was the responsibility of the British government.
76
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Soon after his appointment Dobbs was confronted with difficulties. The 

establishment of the permanent institutions of state depended upon the promulgation of 

the Organic Law by an elected, but temporary, Constituent Assembly. However, elections 

for that body had been delayed by Cox due to tribal unrest, Turkish activities in Mosul, and 

uncertainty regarding the participation of the Kurds in the elections.
77

  According to Dobbs  

Feisal was aware that he depended on British support, but failed to e og ise that the 

B itish ill ot a ept espo si ilit  ithout autho it . 78
 As a result, he predicted a crisis, 

believing that Feisal would attempt to fill the Assembly with extremists  who would refuse 

to pass the treaty. In that event, Dobbs proposed to threaten Feisal with ag a d aggage  

evacuation unless the treaty and agreements were passed within a reasonable period of 

time. In other words, by executing the treaty, the British government had given Feisal a 

lever by which to demand more than it was willing or able to concede. Moreover, by the 

terms of the protocol, Feisal had good reason to expect that the British would leave the 

country within four years; no doubt the reason for his eagerness to introduce compulsory 

conscription. After all, Chu hill s motive for choosing Feisal was due to his perceived ability 

to raise an army.
79

  

 

In early October, Dobbs reported that the elections had been completed, the 

Constituent Assembly would be ready to meet by 1 December, at which time the treaty, 
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protocol and subsidiary agreements would be tabled for ratification.
80

 With the mandate 

still awaiting formal approval by the League, ratification of the treaty would at least allow 

for a reduction in the cost of defence. However, there were hurdles yet to overcome once 

ratification of the Iraq treaty had been obtained, not the least of which was the acceptance 

of the treaty by the League of Nations.  

 

1924 – 1926: Defining the State: Treaty, Mandate and Mosul Frontier. 

 

In January 1924, a Labour Government was elected in Britain. J.H. Thomas was 

appointed Colonial Secretary, and was almost immediately confronted with the detritus left 

by previous governments. The Mosul frontier negotiations ended in deadlock in mid-June, 

coinciding with the date the British government had planned to present the treaty, protocol 

and ag ee e ts to the League Cou il as the i st u e t  defi i g its a dato  

relationship with Iraq.
81

  However, the Constituent Assembly refused to ratify the treaty, 

objecting primarily to the terms of the subsidiary agreements. Do s  p oposals, aside f o  

modifying the terms of the treaty and agreements, ranged from offering the Baghdad 

vilayet to the Turks, to withdrawing to the Basra vilayet provided that Britain retained a civil 

air base near Baghdad and consuls for the protection of the Christian population, to 

reimposing direct rule over the whole country indefinitely.
 82
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While Shuckburgh eje ted Do s  p oposals, he noted that the Colonial Office 

should at least have a provisional policy if the Iraqis rejected the Treaty.
83

 On the other 

hand, Thomas informed Dobbs that he would have liked to recommend that Cabinet 

consider informing the League that if the Iraq government rejected the Treaty, it would be 

regarded as releasing the British government from all responsibility for Iraq. He was 

prepared to make minor concessions, given the effect a breakdown of negotiations in Iraq 

would have on the frontier negotiations then in progress in Istanbul.
84

  Yet discussions 

during an interdepartmental conference at the end of April revealed that while the Air 

Ministry proposed to ignore the Assembly and a  o  as at p ese t,  the Colonial Office 

had no policy, provisional or otherwise.
85

  Dobbs was merely informed that the question 

was still under consideration.
86

   

 

In the interim, the Iraqis held firm, demanding a declaration of complete 

independence, control of their financial affairs free from interference  by the High 

Commissioner, and revision of the military agreement, reducing British control over the Iraqi 

army.
87Thomas warned Dobbs that if the treaty was not ratified before 11 June, the League 

Cou il ould e e uested to gi e its autho it  to alte ati e a a ge e ts .88
  Tho as  

alte ati e a a ge e ts  i luded abandoning the treaty, dissolving the Assembly, and re-

establishing the provisional government, thereby eliminating the king. As a last resort, if the 
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local notables failed to co-operate, he considered re-imposing direct rule for the remainder 

of the four years.
89 Indicative of the prevailing assumptions, Shuckburgh considered that 

the Assembly s elu ta e to ratify the treaty was due to  

the hesitation of Orientals, inexperienced in questions of policy and administration, 

to incur responsibility, intensified by uncertainty as to the future of the Mosul Vilayet 

and to the well founded apprehensions felt by the representatives from that part of 

Iraq as to their own fate in the event of the territory being handed back to Turkish 

suzerainty.
 90

   

 

At the same time, Shuckburgh again revealed the real importance of the treaty from the 

perspective of the British government, for without it, given that the mandate had not been 

formalised by the League, and the Treaty of Lausanne had not yet come into force, there 

was no legal basis for the continuing occupation of the country by British troops.
91

 

 

Peter Sluglett concluded that the conversion of the draft mandate into a treaty was 

designed to induce the Iraq Assembly to ratify the treaty.
92

 He seems, however, to have 

overlooked the original purpose for the treaty in 1921. Furthermore, as “hu k u gh s 

memorandum suggested, the desperation to obtain ratification of the treaty went beyond 

merely camouflaging the mandate. The British government was in a weak position from 

both a legal and political perspective, because the documents which constituted the 

i st u e t  e e implicitly based on Iraq as a state which included the Mosul province 

which was, at that stage, still in dispute. If the treaty/mandate arrangement was accepted 

by the League, however, it would place the British government in a stronger position with 

both the Iraqis and the Turks, because by virtue of that acceptance, the League would also 
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have accepted that Mosul was to be part of Iraq. Alternatively, if the League refused to 

accept the instrument, or if the Iraq Constituent Assembly failed to ratify the treaty, if 

Britain was to remain in Iraq the only security lay in the almost universally despised draft 

mandate, provided the League was prepared to formalise it.  It was a risky strategy, given 

the anticipated local effect if that were to have been the outcome.  

 

The Treaty of Lausanne came into force in August 1924, and fortuitously, Feisal was 

able to induce the Assembly to ratify the treaty documents in time for their presentation to 

the League in September.
93

  As a quid pro quo, the Constituent Assembly added a proviso to 

the effect that this treaty and its subsidiary agreements shall become null and void if the 

British Government fail to safeguard the rights of Iraq in the Mosul Vilayet in their 

e ti et . 94
 Thomas countered that the Iraqi government should be informed that since the 

matter had been referred to the League of Nations, responsibility for settling the issue no 

longer rested with the British government.
95

  

 

The documents formally approved by the Council of the League on 27 September, 

stated that by virtue of the Treaty of Alliance, the British government recognised I a s 

i depe de t go e e t .96
  While that may have heartened Feisal and his supporters, 

B itai s a dato  o ligatio s to the League e e o fi ed i  the Cou il s d aft 

declaration, which stated that responsibility for terminating the mandate rested with the 
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League Council.
97

 But by describing the Iraqi go e e t as i depe de t , it ga e Feisal a d 

his supporters an inflated sense of their actual independence, leading to a demand for 

control of the ou t s foreign relations, giving cause for concern in London.
98

  In fact, at 

the time the League Council a epted the i st u e t , the Iraq administration was by no 

means independent of British control. Moreover, with the future of Mosul unresolved 

following the breakdown of negotiations in Istanbul, the League appointed an independent 

Commission to investigate conditions on the spot, and seek the opinions of the inhabitants 

of the Mosul vilayet.
99

  

 

After less than 12 months, the British public voted the minority Labour government 

out of office in late 1924, returning the Conservative Party to power. The confusion and 

uncertainty du i g Tho as  ti e as Colo ial “e eta  as s ept a a  ith the 

appointment of the exuberant imperialist, Leo Amery, to the office of Colonial Secretary. 

Having regained a seat in Parliament standing as a Conservative Party candidate, Churchill 

also returned to Cabinet as Chancellor of the Exchequer.
100

   Making good on his suggestion 
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two years previously, Amery visited Iraq to witness conditions there first-hand. 

Accompanied by Sir Samuel Hoare, Secretary of State for Air, and officials from the Colonial 

Office and Air Ministry, Amery arrived in Iraq shortly after the departure of the Frontier 

Commission. During discussions with Dobbs, he was informed that the Commission would 

recommend the award of Mosul to Iraq, provided the period of the mandate was extended 

for 25 years.
101

   

 

It is ot lea  if Do s  dis losu e i flue ed A e s thi ki g, ho e e , on returning 

to London he declared that it ould e utte l  i p a ti al  to te i ate the British 

connection in 1928, concluding bluntly:  

[t]here is no chance whatever that Iraq will be a le to sta d alo e so soo  … We shall 

have to make the British taxpayer realise that he must continue to incur some 

expenditure in Iraq (not necessarily on Iraq) for a good many years.
102

  

 

For Amery, the expenditure was justifiable on imperial grounds. Iraq provided a splendid 

training ground  fo  the ‘o al Ai  Fo e, and Baghdad was likely to become a vital link in the 

air route to India and the southern Dominions.
103

  Essentially, Amery was expressing the 

long-held desiderata for an overland route by new means as technology advanced. His 

argument for the retention of Mosul was based upon the supply of water to the southern 

provinces. This was a familiar argument, and ot e essa il  a ouflage fo  Mosul s oil 

reserves, given the importance placed on agricultural development and the expectation that 

oil revenues would assist in that endeavour.
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As predicted, in December 1925 the League Council awarded Mosul to Iraq, provided 

the mandate was prolonged for twenty five years, and the character of the Kurdish areas 

within Iraq was preserved by appointing Kurdish personnel in the administration and 

schools, and ensuring that Kurdish would be the official language.  In order for the League s 

decision to be binding, however, the British government was required to submit a new 

treaty within six months, to allow for the prolongation of the mandate.
104

  

 

When the League s Mosul a a d was debated in the House of Commons, Liberal and 

Labour members, opposed to the extension of mandatory responsibilities for a further 

twenty-five years, accused Amery of i flue i g the Cou il s de isio  when he presented 

the B itish go e e t s ase at Ge e a. However, the Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin, 

assured the dissenters that despite the conditions atta hed to the League s a a d, the 

government was not committed to remain in Iraq beyond 1928.
105

   The treaty, signed in 

January 1926, efle ted Bald i s assu a e; it as merely an extension of the terms of the 

1922 treaty with provision for a review of the situation at four-yearly intervals, and a 

stipulation that if modifications to the arrangements in force were contemplated, the 

consent of both parties would be necessary.
106

  By the terms of the protocol to the 1922 

Treaty, the first review was due in August 1928.  
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The transfer of sovereignty over Mosul was formalised by treaty between Britain, 

Turkey and Iraq in June 1926. The Turkish government was compensated for its loss by a 

provision in the treaty that the Iraq government would surrender to the Turkish government 

ten per cent of the royalties received from the Turkish Petroleum Company for 25 years.
107

   

 

With the Mosul issue finally settled, Dobbs predicted that the Iraqis would press for 

immediate admission to the League, and warned Amery to e pe t i ule t agitatio  if the 

British government rejected their demands.
108

 During conversations at Geneva earlier in 

June, Dobbs had taken a different approach, suggesting that the government announce 

support for I a s appli atio  fo  admission to the League in 1928, while at the same time, 

quietly making it known in Geneva that a rejection of the application would not be 

opposed.
109

 John Hall, the shrewdest of the civil servants in the Middle East Department 

during the 1920s, objected to Do s  p oposal, oti g that  

apart from the fact that it would be discreditable, it would, in order to be successful, 

demand on the part of the British representatives concerned, a skill in dissimulation 

and deceit which is happily foreign to our national character, and on the part of other 

members of the League a degree of benevolent discretion for which it would be 

extremely unwise to look.
110

  

 

Given previous deceptions, Hall s o e t possi l  elated to his frustration with Do s  

lengthy and often contradictory despatches, but more importantly, it represented a further 

acknowledgement that the British government did not have the power to make unilateral 

decisions on policy for Iraq. Moreover, release from the obligations of the mandate 
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depended in the first instance on the judgement of the members of the Permanent 

Mandates Commission as to I a s progress. The first annual reports, as stipulated in the 

terms of the mandate, were reviewed by the Commission in 1926. While the members 

found little to criticise, there was no indication in the report that the British government 

contemplated escaping from its mandatory responsibilities i  t o ea s  ti e.111
 

 

1927 – 1929: The unintended shortcomings of the Treaty arrangement. 

Sluglett argued that the years between 1927 and 1929 represented a period of impotence 

for the Iraq government i  the fa e of B itai s efusal to eet thei  ishes fo  g eate  

autonomy.
112

 While that may have been the case, in terms of British policy there was a 

sense that the positions were gradually being reversed. Strategically, Feisal and the Iraqi 

nationalists had gained the upper hand. As a result of the decision to regulate relations by 

way of a treaty, the Colonial Office had placed the British government in a weak position 

when the time came for reviewing and revising the treaty and agreements, given that again, 

seemingly no consideration had been given to the steps to be taken should the two parties 

fail to agree.  

 

In early January 1927, Amery sought Do s  ie s o  the elease of I a  f o  

mandatory control when the treaty and agreements were due for review in 1928. William 

Ormsby-Gore, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, noted that most 
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members of parliament, including many Conservatives, were anxious to hasten I a s e t  

into the League, but at the same time he recognised that e a e ot the sole judges o  the 

poi t of ti e. 113
  I  espo se to A e s e uest, it appea ed that Dobbs had changed his 

mind, and o  suppo ted Feisal s de a ds for the government to consider pressing for 

I a s ad issio  to the League in 1928.
114

  However, the local reaction Dobbs anticipated if 

the date was deferred provided Amery with evidence, if he chose to use it, against an early 

release from mandatory responsibilities. He predicted a scenario in which the Iraqi Army 

ould a e  he  o fronted with the assassinations, anarchy and chaos which would 

follow an announcement to that effect, requiring the redeployment of British troops, or in 

the last resort, complete withdrawal from Iraq.
115

   

 

Ormsby Gore s o fide e as shake , ho e e , he  interdepartmental 

o espo de e i  the ake of Do s  despat h revealed that the Ministers most directly 

concerned in the management of the mandate opposed I a s ea l  release from mandatory 

control, nor were they o i ed  Do s  di e p edi tio s of the effect in Iraq if the date 

was deferred.
116

  Furthermore, the Foreign Secretary, Austen Chamberlain, did not believe 

that the League would accept an application for membership until the British government 

was able to satisfy the League that Iraq could stand alone.
117
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 On the other hand, Cecil did not believe the e e s of the Cou il had a  lea  

idea in their own minds as to how long it would take before Mesopotamia [sic] was fit for 

e e ship of the League .
 118

  He suppo ted A e s suggestion for a Commission of 

Inquiry, confident that the Commission would report that the Iraqi administration was 

capable of governing the country without British assistance.  Therefore, he stated  

there is no necessity out of regard for the susceptibilities of the League for us to 

postpone supporting the entry of Iraq beyond 1928.
119

 

 

However, Cecil seemed to have been inspired more by criticism of the government in the 

press, and concern for the prospects of the Conservative Party at the next election, than by 

any considerations pertaining to Iraq.
120

   

 

Togethe  ith Cha e lai s o e s, a memorandum circulated by Amery may 

have been pivotal to the decision by Cabinet in July to dela  I a s ad issio  to the 

League.
121

  He offered a compromise between satisfying easo a le  pu li  opi io  i  I a , 

and overcoming probable opposition at Geneva, by proposing that the government 

announce that 

if all goes ell i  I a  i  the i te al, His Majest s Go e e t ill e p epa ed to 
support an application by Iraq for membership of the League in 1932.

122
  

 

The intervening five years, according to Amery, would give the government time to make 

arrangements for securing imperial interests beyond I a s admission to the League.
123
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The Cabinet s decision to defe  I a s ad issio  to the League was not, however, 

influenced primarily by progress in that country, but rather, by how a recommendation for 

early release would reflect on the government, given the provisions attached to the 

League s decision on the frontier.  Furthermore, Cha e lai s opposition to I a s ea l  

release was influenced by anticipated opposition from the French government, and the 

possible effect on negotiations currently in progress for an Anglo-Egyptian treaty.
124

   

 

Feisal was informed in July that Amery was prepared to consider revising the 1926 

treaty and agreements in accordance with the Cabinet decision.
125

  This set in motion a train 

of events not anticipated when in 1921, the government opted to o du t B itai s 

mandatory relations with Iraq by means of a treaty. Exposing the tension between British 

imperial aims and responsibilities to the League, Hall oted that it as A e s ish to meet 

Feisal s demands for the relaxation of British control without leading the League Cou il to 

suppose that ou  o t ol as ei g app e ia l  ela ed .126
   However, Chamberlain 

continued to express se ious dou ts  o e i g I a s fit ess to sta d alo e i  fou  ea s  

time. He accused the Colonial Office of withholding information contained in recent 

despatches from Baghdad, which revealed that Feisal continued to interfere with 

government appointments, and as a result of tensions between Sunni and “hi a politicians, 
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the government was in disarray.
127

  Therefore, he charged, Cabinet had not been fully 

informed when the decision was made.
128

  The Colonial Office dismissed the reports of 

Feisal s meddling as e agge atio s , assuring Chamberlain that Amery was not disturbed by 

Do s  pessi isti  reports.
129

 Yet A e s o fide e a ot ha e ee  as o plete as the 

assurance to Chamberlain implied.  

 

As a result of the tension in Baghdad, it was suggest that Feisal might find it 

convenient to visit Europe for the summer, where coincidentally, he would be closer to 

London for discussions relating to the revision of the treaty and agreements.
130

 At the same 

ti e, A e  a a ged fo  Do s to take lea e i  E gla d, elie i g that ith the t o 

protagonists out of the country we feel confident that the atmosphere will become 

al e . 131
  On his way to Europe, Feisal announced his intention to abdicate if the treaty did 

not provide for a significant relaxation of British control,
132

 a threat he repeated one month 

later during informal talks with Shuckburgh and Hall in Switzerland.
133

   

 

At the end of October, negotiations commenced in London, which Feisal anticipated 

would result in a new treaty marking a step towards meeting his demands for greater 
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autonomy.
134

  While he recognised that British military assistance would be required beyond 

1928, negotiations soon broke down over his demand for treaty recognition of the 

o plete i depe de e  of I a , a d o ag ee e t had been reached on the right of the 

B itish Go e e t to te de  ad i e to the I a i Go e e t a  all i po ta t atte s .
135

  

Ormsby-Gore feared that if negotiations failed, there would be no chance of securing a 

t eat  hi h ould, ith i o  odifi atio s, egulate elatio s fo  a  i defi ite pe iod  

follo i g I a s e a ipatio  f o  the a date.136
  Cabinet concluded, however, that a 

new agreement which met all Feisal s demands ould e i p a ti a le .137
  But at a 

luncheon with Government Ministers five days later, Feisal s resistance was silenced by a 

casual assurance from Chamberlain, and negotiations recommenced.
138

    

 

 The treaty was signed three weeks later, and Feisal returned to Baghdad shortly 

thereafter.
139

  The ambiguously phrased preamble recognised Iraq as a  i depe de t 

sovereign state , subject only to G eat B itai s o ligatio s to the League. Article 8 bound 

the British Go e e t to suppo t I a s ad issio  to the League i  , p o ided all e t 

well in the interim.
140

  As the preamble illustrated, the government had placed itself in a 

difficult position. According to the terms of the mandate, Britain s o ligatio s a d 

responsibilities to the League remained, but according to the terms of the new treaty, the 
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League Council would have grounds for suspecting that the British government was shirking 

its responsibilities. 

 

While Feisal may have been persuaded to accept the treaty, ratification depended 

on the Iraqi go e e t s a epta e of the subsidiary agreements. However, negotiations 

over the agreements also broke down.
141

 One of the principle stumbling blocks was the 

demand by Churchill, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, for the Iraqi government to pay the 

difference between the cost of stationing the Royal Air Force in Iraq and at home.
142

  The 

stalemate generated confusion in the Colonial Office, which had no contingency policy for 

the situation now facing the government. Dobbs proposed to inform the Iraqi government 

that the British go e e t as i diffe e t  to the fate of the draft agreements, and was 

quite content to carry on with those currently in force.
143

  As an indication of the quandary 

confronting the Colonial Office, however, one of the Middle East Department officials 

suggested bypassing the treaty altogether, and reverting to the mandate.
144

  While the 

effect in Iraq would have been counter-productive, a reversal of policy of that nature would 

almost certainly have aroused suspicions in Geneva.  
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When informed that according to the protocol to the 1922 treaty, the current 

agreements would automatically expire in December 1928,
 145

 Shuckburgh warned Treasury 

that this 

entirely alte s the positio  … The ta ti al ad a tage is … o lo ge  ith His Majest s 
Government but with the Iraq government, who, once they appreciate the position, 

as they eventually must, will not be slow to press home that advantage.
146

 

 

Pitching his argument in terms of imperial requirements, he explained that apart from the 

defence requirements of Iraq, it was essential to retain British forces in the country to 

protect purely British interests. However, given ratification of the treaty depended on the 

Iraqi go e e t s a epta e of the ag ee e ts, the legal position of the British troops 

remaining in the country after that date would depend on the good-will  of the Iraqi 

government. Again exposing the tension between imperial aims and the obligations of the 

mandate, Shuckburgh recognised that the Iraqi Government could not be persuaded to 

consent to the agreements by threats or intimidation. In any case, a threat to withdraw 

British forces from the country would be pointless unless the Government was prepared to 

act upon it. On the other hand, he stressed that 

any attempt to carry it into effect would involve the risk of creating a situation which 

the present reduced British garrison might be incapable of controlling.
147

    

 

By October, however, while the stalemate continued, a new factor had arisen to test the 

resolve of the Colonial Office. 
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B.H. Bourdillon, the Acting High Commissioner for Iraq, appeared before the 

Permanent Mandates Commission in October 1928. Dobbs later informed Amery that the 

members of the Commission had criticised some of the claims in the Annual Report 

ega di g I a s p og ess.
148

  As a way of countering the contradictions inherent in the 

treaty/mandate arrangement, and a further reflection of the Colonial Office attitude to the 

League, Hall suggested that in future relations with the Commission, 

[a]ll that is needed is administrative camouflage , something to satisfy the 

busybodies at Geneva, i.e. the maximum of apparent control with the minimum of 

real interference.
149

 

 

 

In January 1929, as part of a general critique of the government, the Conservative 

press resumed the attack on expenditure in Iraq, demanding that Britain withdraw from the 

country immediately.
150

 Shuckburgh shrugged off the criticism, noting that the scuttle  

press unintentionally played a athe  helpful pa t , by creating the impression  

that there really is an important section of English public opinion that favours 

immediate severance of all connection with Iraq. This is apt to have a salutary effect 

on Iraqi nationalists  … a d to ake the  hesitate to push their opposition to us too 

far.
151

   

 

On this occasion, Shuckburgh may have been a little too sanguine, given that on the 

previous day the Iraqi government had resigned, suspecting Britain s good faith  ega di g 
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the proposal to support I a s ad issio  to the League.
152

  Amery reminded Dobbs that his 

proposal had only been made on the proviso that  

the present rate of progress in Iraq is maintained and all goes well in the interval . 

Specta le of se ious eakdo  of ad i ist ati e a hi e … o  of p olo ged failu e 
on part of [the] Iraqis to maintain properly constituted Government could not but 

produce a most unfortunate impression on those who will have to determine when 

time comes whether condition mentioned above has been duly fulfilled.
153

 

 

 

 

That is where matters stood when Do s  su esso , Sir Gilbert Clayton, arrived in 

Baghdad in early March 1929.
154

  Soon after arriving, Clayton informed the Colonial Office 

that the only conditions under which Feisal believed a new Ministry could be formed 

included scrapping the 1927 treaty, prolonging the expired agreements in order to 

egula ise  the positio  of B itish fo es i  I a , a d gi i g a  u o ditio al assu a e that 

the gove e t ould suppo t I a s ad issio  to the League i  .
155

  Clayton was 

informed that the government would consider Feisal s p oposal.156
   

 

However, Amery was unable to provide a solution to ease the political deadlock in 

Baghdad. Given he considered it improbable that any Ministry could be formed which would 

a ept B itai s te s, he fleeti gl  o side ed ei posi g di e t ule.  While uncertain if 
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constitutional government and parliamentary institutions were suited to Iraq, he concluded 

that the experiment could not be abandoned. Furthermore, for Amery, the reimposition of 

direct rule would be a humiliating admission of failure, and from an imperial perspective, 

would result in a serious loss of British prestige in the East.
157

   

 

As a result, when Clayton again sought an unconditional promise from the British 

go e e t to suppo t I a s ad issio  to the League i  , A e  agai  i sisted that 

the p o iso ould ot e s apped si e the Go e e t ould ot o it to suppo t I a s 

a didatu e i  th ee ea s  ti e ithout ega d to hat a  happe  i  the i te al. 158
   

Furthermore, Shuckburgh informed Amery that the Foreign Office, every wary of French 

opposition, opposed a  ate i g do  of the o ditio s fo  I a s ad issio  to the 

League.
159

  At a subsequent Cabinet meeting, Chamberlain reinforced that view, expressing 

reluctance to agree to the undertaking to support I a s ad issio  i  1932, and he claimed, 

several other ministers agreed with him.
160

    

 

The Conservative Government was voted out of office in early June 1929. The 

consensus in the literature is that the advent of the Labour Government, ideologically 

opposed to imperial ventures, signalled a real change in Anglo-Iraqi relations.
161

  On the 

departmental level, however, while the Colonial Office was prepared to make minor 

concessions to the Iraqis, the Foreign Office resisted, and for a short time in the late 

                                                           
157

 CO / / , o. , pa t III: C.P. , Politi al “ituatio  i  I a , e o a du   the “e eta  of 

State for the Colonies, 28 March, 1929. 
158

 CO730/139/2, no. 68015, part I: High Commissioner, Baghdad, paraphrase telegram no. 144, to Secretary of 

State for the Colonies, 11 April, 1929; Secretary of State for the Colonies, no. 132, to High Commissioner, 

Baghdad, 19 April, 1929. 
159

 CO730/139/2, no. 68015, part I: J.E. Shuckburgh note to Amery, 15 April, 1929. 
160

 CO730/139/4, no. 68015, part III: extracts from the minutes of Cabinet 17(29), 17 April, 1929. 
161

 See for example, P. Sluglett, Britain in Iraq, , a d “. Pede se , Getti g out of I a  – i  , -982.  



237 

 

summer of 1929, the different priorities of the two departments came more sharply into 

focus.  

 

Before Lord Passfield assumed the office of Colonial Secretary on 7 June, a despatch 

drafted by Hall in May, and approved by Amery on 3 June, was sent to Baghdad. Clayton was 

informed that if the Iraqi government wished, Amery was prepared to omit the proviso from 

the state e t to e ade to the League he  p oposi g I a s ad issio .162
   It was not the 

unconditional pledge Clayton had requested, however given the attitude of the Foreign 

Office, there was little more the Colonial Office could do. In the interim, the Labour Cabinet 

postponed consideration of future policy for Iraq. 

 

In response to rising unemployment in Britain as a result of the global economic 

depression at the end of the 1920s, the government appointed a Committee to consider 

colonial development projects. At the beginning of July, when considering proposals for the 

construction of a railway line from Baghdad to Haifa, and an extensive irrigation project in 

Iraq, the committee decided that before considering those projects for inclusion in the 

scheme, Cabinet should discuss the go e e t s policy for Iraq.
163

 The Colonial Office 

resurrected and updated the previous Labour go e e t s  e o a du , Poli  i  

I a , in order to show that essentially, the policy had not changed.
164

  In a covering 

memorandum, Passfield indicated his belief that 
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a scuttle policy  is not called for by any considerations existing today, and, so far as I 

can see, would do grave damage to our prestige and our trade, without bringing us 

any compensating advantage, except the saving of some portion of the £500,000 

annually which we now have to find.
165

  

 

E hoi g A e s thoughts t o ea s p e iously, while the period for setting affairs in order 

had been reduced, for the Middle East Department the value of the three years lay in the 

fact that it ould gi e the go e e t ti e to o i e the League of I a s ability to stand 

alone.
166

  At the same time, reviving the argument proffered in 1918 following the 

publication of the Anglo-French Declaration, the memorandum declared that  

the soberer elements in the population do not really wish us to go and realise that, if 

our assistance and support were withdrawn, their house of cards would be in serious 

danger of collapse.
167

  

 

Despite the apparent urgency to discuss future policy for Iraq, however, Cabinet 

adjourned dis ussio s u til Tho as  o ittee had o pleted thei  deliberations.
168

  In the 

meantime, conflict again arose between the Colonial Office and the Foreign Office, following 

the receipt of a despatch from Baghdad in early September. 

 

Clayton reported that the Iraqi Prime Minister had resigned and Feisal s p efe ed 

candidate had refused to take his place. An upsurge of nationalist agitation followed the 

publication of the terms of the revised Anglo-Egyptian Agreement, and there were doubts in 

Baghdad ega di g B itai s eal  poli . According to Clayton, the Iraqis argued that after 

the Eg ptia  o e satio s  the people would expect any government taking office to 
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request a definite assurance from the B itish go e e t to suppo t I a s ad issio  to the 

League in September 1931. He raised the spectre of a widespread uprising if their demands 

were not satisfied, but given that there were insufficient British forces in Iraq to deal with 

the unrest, Clayton urged the go e e t to ad a e o  ge e ous a d li e al li es , o  fa e 

a situation in which military reinforcements would be required.
169

  While the Colonial Office 

was willing to make concessions to Feisal s p efe ed ode ate  P i e Mi iste ial a didate 

in order to thwart the demands of the e t e ists , a Middle East Department official 

believed it would be difficult to persuade the Foreign Offi e to ag ee to Cla to s e uest.170
  

 

The response from the Foreign Office clearly indicated that the two departments 

were working at cross purposes. Alexander Cadogan, a Foreign Office counsellor, accused 

the Colonial Office of i all  dis ega di g  the o ligatio s u de take  i  , follo i g 

the League Cou il s f o tie  de isio . Fu the o e, he wrote, Cla to s proposal for I a s 

admission to the League in 1931  

will expose us to a considerable amount of reproach on the part of foreign 

governments and may place us in a very difficult position before the Council of the 

League.
171

   

 

 

While Cla to s p oposal as ot a epted, in early September the Cabinet finally 

agreed to scrap the 1927 treaty, and draft a new agreement based on the Anglo-Egyptian 

Agreement of 1929.
172

  Clayton died suddenly before receiving the news that his efforts had 
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been partially successful. He was succeeded by Sir Francis Humphrys, who held the post of 

High Commissioner for Iraq until 1932.
173

 On this occasion, however, the High Commissioner 

was to take no part in the drafting of the treaty until the departments in London and 

Cabinet agreed on the terms.
174

  

 

1930 – 9 : Diplo ac  a d Deceptio : the ovel e pe i e t  abandoned. 

Inter-departmental conflict, primarily over the future role of the Royal Air Force in 

Iraq, delayed the drafting of the new treaty.
175

 When a new Iraqi Ministry was installed in 

March 1930, with the pro-British Prime Minister, Nuri es-Said, equally as anxious for the 

British to leave as they were to dispense with the obligations of the mandate, negotiations 

proceeded rapidly.  The Anglo-Iraq Treaty of Alliance, to o e i to fo e upo  I a s 

admission to the League of Nations, was signed in June and ratified by the Iraqi government 

in November.
176

     

 

A ti le  p es i ed o sultatio s  o  fo eig  poli ; British advisers were to remain 

in the country, with existing immunities and privileges to continue, and the British 
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ambassador was to take precedence over the diplomatic representatives of other countries. 

While the Iraqi Government was to take responsibility for internal order and external 

defence, the British Government retained the right to station forces at two air bases in Iraq, 

and the right to move British troops through the country in the event of war. A separate 

Financial Agreement, signed later in London, provided for the ownership of the Iraqi 

railways, and the property of the port of Basra to be transferred to the Iraqi government, 

the railways to be administered by a corporation, and the port by a trust until the 

outstanding debt, calculated on their value, had been repaid to the British Treasury.
 177

   

 

With interests secured, the principle objective of the British government was to 

convince the League and the members of the Permanent Mandates Commission that Iraq 

was indeed fit for emancipation from mandatory control. At the November 1929 session of 

the Permanent Mandates Commission, the members had expressed a good deal of well-

bred surprise, and even incredulity , at Do s  claim that Iraq would be fit to enter the 

League by 1932.
178

 A year later, they expressed outright hostility towards the British 

go e e t s plans for I a s early emancipation.
179

  In anticipation of further obstruction, 

the secretaries in the Middle East Department turned their attention to developing 

strategies to hoodwink the Permanent Mandates Commission.  
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Toby Dodge argued that of the three pressures on the British government – Iraqi 

demands for greater autonomy, domestic public opinion, and the judgements of the 

Permanent Mandates Commission - that body was the weakest of the three, and the easiest 

and safest to attempt to deceive.
180

  The lengthy discussions on tactics recorded in the 

Colonial Office files, however, suggest otherwise. Furthermore, in 1926, Chamberlain had 

complained of the Pe a e t Ma dates Co issio s te de  to e te d its autho it  to 

a point where the government will no longer be vested in the mandatory power .181
 One 

year later, Passfield expressed similar sentiments.
182

  Arguably then, while it was not easy to 

deceive the Permanent Mandates Commission, it was imperative in order to escape from 

the responsibilities and obligations of the Mandate, and accountability to the League of 

Nations, a position with which British policy-makers were never entirely comfortable.  

 

In order to deflect criticism from Geneva, and prevent the possibility of the League 

appointing a Commission of Inquiry to investigate conditions in Iraq, Hubert Young, the 

ta get of the Co issio s hostilit  in 1930, suggested that the authorities in Baghdad 

assemble a comprehensive review of I a s p og ess o e  the p e ious te  ea s.
183

  

Compiled in Baghdad, the first two sections of the report were o e ded as a fi e pie e 
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of o k  he  they were received at the Colonial Office.
184

 However, there was criticism 

from the Foreign Office and British officials in Baghdad, for very different reasons. Cadogan 

ridiculed the Report when it was received at the Foreign Office, describing it as an apologia 

fo  B itai s role as the mandatory power.
185

  On the other hand, Kinahan Cornwallis, adviser 

to the Ministry of the Interior in Baghdad, criticised it for obscuring the true state of affairs, 

citing daily instances of maladministration.
186

  In June 1931, following a thorough 

questioning on the complete report, the High Commissioner, Sir Francis Humphrys, 

informed the Permanent Mandates Commission that the British government would accept 

o al espo si ilit  if Iraq failed to live up to the (largely fictitious) state of affairs 

portrayed in the report. Just hat o al espo si ilit  i plied as ot lea l  defi ed, ut 

it was enough apparently, to convince the members of the Commission to consent to I a s 

emancipation.
187

  

 

Humphrys may have soothed the concerns of the Permanent Mandates Commission, 

but when the terms of the 1930 treaty were published, the document was the target of 

criticism in London, and petitio s flooded i  to the League f o  I a s i o it  g oups, fo  

whose protection no provision had been made.
188

 In a reversal of Ottoman era policy, the 
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Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, Dr Thomas Drummond Shiels, shrugged off 

responsibility for Iraq s i o it  g oups, offering the feeble excuse that in a treaty of 

alliance between two independent states, the British Government had no right to insist on 

the inclusion of a clause of that nature, as it would be interpreted as i te fe e e i  I a s 

domestic affairs.
189

 A lead article in The Times, also criticised the government for the 

omission, expressing doubt as to the Iraqi government s apa it , or indeed willingness, to 

control its officials in the areas where the minority populations predominated.
190

    

 

To be sure, I a s minority groups, specifically the Kurds and Assyrians, presented 

complex and difficult problems which successive British governments had neither the will 

nor the funds to resolve.
191

 Rather, the question was left to the League to resolve. The 

Council s assent to I a s emancipation from the Mandate depended on the signature of 

certain guarantees by the Iraqi government, including a declaration for the protection of the 

ights of I a s i o it  g oups, sig ed  Nu i in May 1932.
192

   When petitions from the 

Assyrians were submitted to the League, demanding the creation of an autonomous region 

within Iraq, it seems the Foreign Office was prepared to take risks. The British 

representative was instructed to inform the Council that there was no land available, and 

furthermore, the British government was unable to consider anything which might 
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jeopa dise I a s ad issio  to the League.193
  The League Council unanimously agreed to 

Iraq s ad issio  to the League of Nations in October 1932.
194

 Yet while Iraq may have been 

the first of the mandated territories to attain independence, it was, as Pedersen suggested, 

a eo-i pe ial defi itio  of i depe de e .
195

   

 

Historians have alluded to the i p essi e e o d  of state-building in Iraq during the 

mandate period.
 196

  Yet it seems form mattered more than substance, and only a few seem 

to have recognised the dangers inherent in a hastily-constructed system followed by the 

rapid devolution of power.
197

 Ki aha  Co allis  concerns have been mentioned; at the 

same time one of his colleagues expressed despair at the system the British had created in 

Iraq, the first passage of his lament applying equally well to the policy-makers in London: 

It is asking for disaster for ronds-de-cuir who do not know provincial conditions or 

tribal mentality to sit on their office stools and give orders without mastering the 

fa ts of thei  ases … The Government is – I suppose, inevitably – in the hands of a 

limited oligarchy composed essentially of educated, Sunni, Arab, townsmen 

representing really a very small minority of the country. It is therefore easy for any 

agitator to play on the racial, religious or personal prejudices of anybody who is not 

an Arab, or a Muslim, or if a Muslim not a Sunni, o  a to s a , o  edu ated …  
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Whatever the outward democratic form of Government may be, in Iraq the 

Administration is in fact almost all powerful.
198

  

 

 

 

Conclusion: 

I  o side i g the fa to s hi h i flue ed the B itish go e e t s de isio  to quit  Iraq, 

there are several points to consider. Just as oil was not the sole motive for the occupation of 

Basra in 1914, it was no barrier to an early release from the Mandate.  As the discussions in 

1923 illustrated, influence over the territory where oil deposits were suspected to exist was 

the principle requirement, and the League of Nations Mosul award in 1925 secured that 

aim. While the cost of occupation was a compelling influence on the decisions of the Iraq 

Committee in 1923, by 1929, as Passfield pointed out, expenditure on Iraq had been 

reduced to £500,000 annually. Given the economic situation in 1929, this was not an 

inconsiderable sum, however it was miniscule in comparison to the hundreds of millions of 

pounds expended on Iraq since 1914. Seemingly the imperial visions of Passfield and Amery 

vis-à-vis Iraq were almost identical.  

 

Ed o d s la e t i   would seem to have ruled out the prospect of a strong 

nationalist movement developing momentum in a state characterised by racial, linguistic 

and religious divisions, and a wide disparity between urban and tribal societies.
199

 However, 

while cost and local resistance to British rule cannot be discounted completely, there was 

another factor relating to the attitudes of the policy-makers to the processes set in train in 

                                                           
198

 FO371/15324/E5732: copy of memorandum by C.J. Edmonds, British Adviser on the staff of the Ministry of 

Interior, 10 October, 1931.  
199

 “ee A as Kelida , “tates ithout Fou datio s . He a gued that i  the ea l  stages, A a  atio alis  as a 

preoccupation of the urban political elites rather than a widespread movement. See P. Sluglett, Britain in Iraq, 

214. He agrees that in the racially and ethnically divided state, nationalist ideology was predicated on the 

Sunni vision of an Arab-Islamic world.  



247 

 

1919, specifically relating to the mandates system. Trusteeship had long formed part of the 

liberal justification for empire. International scrutiny of British policy and actions in the 

mandated territories, on the other hand, was an entirely new experience, and as this 

chapter has demonstrated, policy makers were uncomfortable with that aspect of the 

system, and would have preferred a less formal arrangement in order to retain Iraq as an 

autonomous imperial space, an ambition which was achieved by the terms of the 1930 

Treaty. 

 

Despite the mandate, however, there was little that was novel in British policy. 

Indeed, the policy settled upon in 1921 remained relatively unchanged throughout the 

period, consisting of three principle tenets: the reduction of responsibilities and therefore 

expenditure, the establishment of an administration which would function with the 

minimum of string-pulling by British advisers, and withdrawal from the country once 

essential interests had been secured. Given the consternation i   ega di g B itai s 

legal position in Iraq, culminating in the treaty, and the premise on which that document 

was based – that Iraq possessed a national government and had progressed further than 

anticipated towards self-government – it is reasonable to argue that from the time of the 

Cai o Co fe e e, the B itish Go e e t had o i te tio  of a i g out the i ilisi g 

issio  e odied i  A ticle 22 of the League Covenant. Arguably, such an approach was 

asking for trouble. In the first instance, there was never a contingency policy for the times 

when Feisal and the Iraqi Government threatened to upset those arrangements. Moreover, 

in order to re-institute direct control, the British government would have had to abandon 

whichever treaty was in force. However, that would have required the consent of the 
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League of Nations, and the questions which policymakers sought to evade would almost 

certainly have been raised.  

 

The British government was trapped in a dilemma largely of its own making, and 

with the expiry of the agreements in 1928, found itself in a weak position vis-à-vis the Iraq 

government. Eventually it was realised that intimidation, in the form of constant threats to 

withdraw from the country, was a tactic which had lost its effect. Not wanting to stay, but 

unable to leave without securing its interests, the only way out was to find the formula for a 

treaty which would give the Iraqis almost all they wanted, while at the same time, securing 

British interests, and then develop a strategy to convince the League of Nations that Iraq 

was able to stand alone. 

 

Having overcome the paralysing effects of domestic polycratic rule over Iraq, during 

the 1920s Britain found itself competing for competency with the League of Nations, France, 

and for a short time, the United States. The chaos that had characterised internal decision-

making had been displaced to the international arena. The deception required to secure 

British interests without formal imperial institutions speaks largely of the processes of 

imperialism recalibrated by policy-makers for the circumstances in which for the first time, 

British actions in Iraq were subject to the scrutiny, and opposition, of the member-states of 

the League of Nations.  
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Conclusion 

 

 

This thesis began by arguing that B itai s atte pts to ule I a  e e plagued by polycratic 

decision-making which eroded the capacity of the government to formulate a clear line of 

policy. As this thesis has shown, this was apparent in a number of periods of effective policy 

blockage, most notably between 1917 and 1920. As these incidents demonstrated, several 

institutional players demanded policy primacy, whether in the service of the Government of 

India, the central government in London, or in the places in between, namely Cairo and 

Baghdad. This emphasis on polycratic imperial rule has cast light on some of the problems in 

previous studies of Britain in Iraq. Most notably, this study of Mesopotamia, later Iraq, is of 

particular importance in terms of the management of empire and techniques of imperial 

control. Within one generation, Mesopotamia passed from informal British influence, to 

direct control under military occupation, to internationally-recognised indirect control 

under the League of Nations mandate for Iraq, back to informal imperialism.  

  

Rather than focussing on oil as the primary influence on British policy, however, this 

thesis has posited that there were other factors, such as the strategic location of Iraq, and 

the perceived commercial and developmental prospects the country offered. It has also 

scrutinised more closely than before, the attitudes of the Foreign and Colonial Offices 

towards the League of Nations during the term of the mandate, and most importantly, the 

role of departmental civil servants as policy innovators, and the unintended consequences 

of hasty decisions. 
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To summarise, this thesis has closely examined the final expansion of the British 

Empire in the Middle East during the First World War, with a focus on policy-making for 

Mesopotamia/Iraq, the interdepartmental rivalries, and the factors which influenced British 

policy from the mid-nineteenth century to 1932. It has revealed that the decentralised 

nature of the British Empire, in which jurisdiction in the Persian Gulf region was divided 

between the central government and the government of India is important. During the 

nineteenth century, the institutional structures in place severely hampered the 

development of a clear and constant British policy for Mesopotamia. Prior to the First World 

War, the friction between the various arms of empire stymied the development and 

implementation of policy. During the war, however, when the stakes were much higher, the 

internal contradictions between the competing agendas became critical. 

 

The division of control between the governments in London and India formed one 

dimension of the overlapping and conflicting responsibilities of the Foreign and India Offices 

in the Middle East; the different approaches to Arab participation taken by British officials in 

Egypt and Mesopotamia formed another. Furthermore, in 1916 the War Office entered the 

crowded space, while the demands of the Treasury had always to be considered. The 

diffusion of power following the establishment of the War Cabinet regime in December 

1916 provided yet another institution to complicate the formulation and co-ordination of 

policy for the Middle East in general and Mesopotamia in particular.  

 

The establishment of a Cabinet inter-departmental sub-committee, the 

Mesopotamian Administration Committee, for the formulation of policy for Mesopotamia in 

1917 may have been an attempt to overcome the structural blockages resulting from 



251 

 

polycratism. However, by its very nature, that committee, and its successors in the years 

between 1918 and 1920, merely provided an arena for inter-departmental conflict. Before 

Cabinet ended the institutional chaos in December 1920, the principal impediment from a 

policy perspective was not only the slippage between the visions of rule and techniques of 

control of the authorities in Cairo and Baghdad, but more importantly, the inability of 

Ministers and officials in London to negotiate the hazards of a bureaucracy at war with itself 

for control of British Middle Eastern affairs.  

 

The changed international climate following the entry of the United States into the 

war in 1917 required a reassessment of the means by which long term strategic and 

material interests could be secured. With the degree of sovereignty to be handed over to 

the Iraqis hotly contested, the League of Nations mandates and the rationalisation of the 

ea i g of self-dete i atio  p o ided the justifi atio  fo  B itai s o tinuing presence 

in Mesopotamia, whilst crucial discussions over how to secure British interests in the region 

continued. 

 

Few scholars have studied British policy-making for Iraq in the period between 1921 

and 1932, and the point of origin for ideas and innovations which were eventually translated 

into policy. The partition of the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire, embodied in 

Chu hill s Sha ifia  solutio  fo  I a  a d T a sjo da  in 1921, resembled in form, if not in 

geographic scope, the early war plans for an Arab State under indirect British control 

conceived by British officials in Cairo. Ho e e , the haste ith hi h Chu hill s 

compromise was attained, and the subterfuge necessary to achieve it, attests to the ad hoc, 

reactive nature of British policy for the Middle East. Moreover, given the recommendations 
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of the Cairo Conference, it is clear that the ideals of trusteeship embodied in Article 22 of 

the League of Nations Covenant were of secondary importance to the immediate reduction 

of British military and financial commitments in Iraq.  The decisions made in 1921 were 

pivotal to understanding British policy for Iraq for the term of the mandate, a period 

characterised by uncertainty and indecision at the higher levels of government, exacerbated 

by misgivings regarding the role of the League of Nations. Essentially, according to the 

League s defi itio  of so e eig ty, I a  e ai ed a di ided spa e: authority to administer 

the Mandate was to be shared by the League and the mandatory Power, acting on behalf of 

the League, a situation with which successive British governments were never entirely 

comfortable.  

 

This thesis has argued that the key to the initial decision to regulate relations with 

Iraq by means of a treaty lay in the uncertain legal status of the British in Iraq. Later, 

however, the treaty provided the framework for the subsidiary agreements which enabled 

the British Government to administer the mandate at the least possible cost. Rather than 

easing concerns, the treaty signed in 1922 compounded the self-imposed difficulties which 

subsequently plagued policy-makers as they sought to balance the contradictions inherent 

in the treaty/mandate arrangement. 

 

In that regard, most of the policy ideas and innovations were conceived of by the 

permanent bureaucrats in the Colonial Office Middle East Department, largely as a result of 

the interplay between London and the High Commissioner in Baghdad. From a higher 

altitude on the pyramid of power, the documents reveal that the Secretary of State rarely 

intervened in this process, merely endorsing policy proposals before presenting them to 
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Cabinet for discussion. The sharp exchanges between the Foreign and Colonial Offices may 

have been partly due to traditional rivalry. As this thesis has shown, however, they were 

largely the product of their responsibilities to the League of Nations. More sensitive to 

criticism from Geneva, particularly from the French government, seemingly the Foreign 

Office was less willing to take risks. The accusation by the Foreign Secretary, Austen 

Chamberlain, that the Colonial Office was concealing the true state of affairs in Iraq from 

the Cabinet may have been well-founded. When the Foreign Office assumed responsibility 

for the British governme t s relations with the League of Nations in 1922 its officials were 

largely reliant on the information regarding Iraq provided by the Colonial Office. Parliament 

was even less well informed, given that changes of policy were generally not announced 

until after the fact.   

 

As this thesis has shown, go e e t  does ot e essa ily i ply that all Ministers 

agreed on a particular policy, or that decisions were based on Party ideology.  This was 

clearly evident at the time of the 1922 general election, during which a number of 

Conservative candidates, including Andrew Bonar Law, the future Prime Minister, based 

their campaigns on withdrawal from Iraq, while the Liberal, Winston Churchill, presented a 

strong case for remaining. Yet in comparison to the confusion and conflict prior to 1921, the 

mandate period was remarkable for consistency regarding the general policy for Iraq laid 

down in early 1923. The slippage between stated policy objectives and the ideals of 

trusteeship became even clearer when it was decided to reduce the period of the treaty to 

four years after the ratification of the peace treaty with Turkey. Ultimately, that was not a 

decision which the British government possessed the power to make unilaterally, given that 

according to the terms of the ma date, the fi al de isio  o  I a s a ility to sta d alo e 
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rested with the League of Nations. That compelled the Foreign Office to take a more 

cautious approach to resistance to Britain s poli y in the League Council, from the French 

government in particular.   

 

Managing local resistance to the mandate was largely the concern of the local British 

authorities. As noted previously, the concerns of the Subaltern Studies group resonated in 

the case of Iraq, where the voices of Iraqi resistance were weakened by racial and religious 

heterogeneity. Those below the level of the elites resorted to sporadic acts of violence, and 

in 1920, participated in the widespread revolt against British rule. On the other hand, the 

voices of the elites  were for the most part mediated through British interlocutors to 

produce the desired responses. While Do s  epo ts of u est i   e e dis issed y 

the Colonial Office as exaggerations, it is fair to say that during the last years of the 

mandate, the Arabs increasingly had a voice which the British listened to and acted upon, if 

their aims coincided.  

 

Arguably, Iraqi nationalist pressure was not the principal reason for the British 

go e e t s dete ination to rid itself of the responsibilities and obligations of the 

mandate. Rather, this thesis has argued that the B itish e e oti ated to p ess fo  I a s 

admission to membership of the League of Nations in 1932 by two main objectives. Firstly, 

the disinclination to submit British policy and actions to the scrutiny of the League of 

Nations; and secondly, the desire to disengage from the responsibilities of the mandate as 

quickly as possible, while at the same time retaining Iraq as a self-governing imperial space 

at minimal cost to the British taxpayer. The latter objective was provided for in the 1930 

Treaty.  The creation of autonomous imperial spaces was the mid-Vi to ia s  p efe e e for 
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extending informal imperialism by collaboration with local rulers. Such was the protean 

nature of informal imperialism, however, that in the collaborative bargains, different 

degrees of autonomy applied. Generally, as the terms of the treaties struck with the Persian 

Gulf chiefs in the nineteenth century showed, the imperial power assumed control of 

foreign relations in order to prevent foreign powers from gaining a foothold. Similar 

techniques were adapted for Iraq. Ostensibly a self-governing independent state, one of the 

benchmarks of sovereignty, namely control of external relations, was restricted by the terms 

of the 1930 Anglo-Iraq treaty. The creation of an autonomous imperial space in Iraq 

antedated the i pe ialis  of de olo isatio  as defi ed y Louis a d ‘o i so  by almost 

thirty years. Yet when Britain began the process of decolonisation in the 1950s, it is clear 

that, as in Iraq, the terms of the collaborative bargains struck with the local rulers in order 

to maintain British influence and secure imperial interests, also harked back to mid-

Victorian forms of informal imperialism.  

 

History shows that while the bargain embodied in the 1930 Anglo-Iraq treaty 

se u ed B itai s i pe ial i te ests fo  the lo g te , as Edmonds had predicted in 1931, the 

outcome for Iraq and its people was disastrous. Lacking popular support, the Iraqi 

administration soon became dependent on the power of the military, and the rapid and 

incomplete devolution set Iraq on the path to future problems. Furthermore, Arnold 

Wilso s p edi tio  i   that the creation of small states in the Middle East would result 

in a new Balkan problem was remarkably prescient. The partition of the Arab provinces of 

the Ottoman Empire, foreshadowed in the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, and brought to 

fruition in Chu hill s Sha ifia  solution, has left a legacy of military coups, political violence, 

western intervention, and war.  
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B itai s la k of a ohe e t app oa h to se u i g i pe ial i te ests i  Mesopota ia, 

and then Iraq, led to enormous problems, both during and after the war. Arguably, many of 

the mis-steps reflect the reality that without a strong line of policy to guide them, 

policymakers vacillated on issues of central importance. This was not merely a question of 

Conservative, Liberal, or Labour Party ideological differences. Rather, it was a reflection of 

the fact that if Britain sought to divide and rule its imperial territories, its own internal 

divisions complicated its ability to rule at all.  
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