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This paper traces the development of leftist Iraqi intellectuals’ positions on India during 
the 1920s and 1930s. I argue that at a time when imperialist interests were viewed as a major 
threat to the progress of the Iraqi people, the Ahali group and their forebears reported on 
Indian politics in order to elaborate on the larger context of Eastern nations’ struggles against 
colonialism. 

 
The Ahali group incorporated examination of Indian politics into their program for 

uplifting the Iraqi masses. They took Mohandas K. Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru as instructive 
models for modern citizenship, and communicated these models through editorials, biographies, 
and book-length publications. Through these media, the Ahali group transformed their 
coverage of India into a tool for educating the Iraqi masses about their rights and capabilities in 
the modern nation state.       

  
This paper is in two parts. The first part establishes the intellectual milieu in which the 

Ahali group published their newspaper, al-Ahali. It briefly traces the development of urban-
rural tensions in late Ottoman and early modern Iraq, establishes the terms of conflict between 
the Sharifian Elite and the young Effendiya, and examines how that conflict was mediated 
through the press and education. The second part describes how journalistic coverage of Indian 
politics and culture developed during the 1920s and 1930s. It examines how travel to India 
influenced the first generation of Iraqi leftist intellectuals, charts the intellectual development 
of the Ahali group and their views on India, and then examines their press coverage of Indian 
figures such as Mahatma Gandhi and Jawaharlal Nehru.  

 
I. 

 
Two major trends in urban and rural Iraq characterize its transition into modern 

statehood. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Ottoman governors and 
later British officers attempted to assert greater control over the Iraqi countryside from the 
cities of Baghdad, Basra, and Mosul. Tribal power in Iraq was so great, however, that both 
efforts were at best partial successes. In the nineteenth century, the Ottomans were forced to 
grant the Muntafiq confederation a great deal of autonomy, which they were later to regret as 
these and other tribesmen resisted Abdulhamid II’s efforts to centralize land ownership. Similar 
setbacks were encountered by the British, whose attempts to entice tribal chiefs’ support were 
unsuccessful at containing the rural, anti-British resentment which boiled over into the revolt 
of 1920. 

 
Ottoman and British designs on the Iraqi hinterlands accelerated a second trend in 

Iraq’s urban-rural development. As early as the mid-nineteenth century, Iraqi tribesmen had 
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been immigrating to the cities in waves.1 They brought with them an Arabic dialect and culture 
distinct from what had predominated in the cities previously. This trend continued throughout 
the twentieth century, at each stage renewing tensions between urban and rural sensibilities 
that were central to debate over Iraq’s identity as a modernizing state. Until at least the Qasim 
era, this debate was uneven, because immigration to the cities created an urban poor without 
any direct leverage over the well-established ruling elite.    

             
From the British mandate until 1958, Iraqi urban society was further characterized by a 

generational split between the Sharifian officers and the young Effendiya. The Sharifian officers 
were the children of Sunni elites who had studied in Iraq’s Ottoman schools before attending 
the Istanbul War College. There, they were exposed to the currents of Turkish nationalism and 
first began to think in Arab nationalist terms.  Many officers completed this transition to Arab 
nationalism during the war, and joined Faysal al-Hashemi’s revolt against the Ottomans. After 
the British installed Faysal as king of Iraq, the Sharifians took up most positions in his 
government, where they were perceived by the young Effendiya to be pro-British in their 
outlook and imperialist in their policies. In stark contrast to the Sharifian elites, the young 
Effendiya came from Iraq’s urban professional families, were from Muslim, Christian, and 
Jewish backgrounds, and had been educated in Iraqi private schools. 

 
Peter Wien has described this split in Iraqi society in terms of generational conflict.2 

The Sharifians were pan-Arabists, and as such sought to minimize the influence of non-Arab 
voices in Iraqi society. The young Effendiya resisted. As Iraqi nationalists, they emphasized the 
distinctive variety of Iraqi cultures and societies, and believed that Iraq’s government should 
empower its minorities in order for the nation to progress. The resultant conflict over Iraq’s 
identity and goals took place chiefly in the public schools, where the Sharifians prescribed 
militaristic discipline to persuade Iraq’s youth of pan-Arabism. The young Effendiya, among 
whom could be counted the Ahali group’s founding members, found avenues for resistance 
wherever Sharifian control was limited: in the private schools, cultural and religious 
institutions, and the press.                  

 
Education and the press were two areas in which opposition groups found some success 

despite the strong presence of the state. During the 1920s, the Iraqi press was controlled 
largely by the Sharifians, for whom national interest served to limit criticism of the monarchy. 
Newspapers such as al-Istiqlal, al-Iraq, and al-Fallah found a way to champion democracy by 
cautioning the fledgling state against the authoritarian excesses of the Ottomans.3 Outright 
criticism of the state came most often from Shi’i clergies and intellectuals, who issued fatwas 
against participating in elections and circulated copies of the Lebanese Shi’i newspaper ‘Irfan to 
strengthen their position vis-à-vis their Sunni rulers.4 Criticism of Iraqi society was especially 
heinous in the eyes of the state, as when the Marxist journal as-Sahifa was banned for 

                                                
1 Somekh, Sasson. Baghdad, Yesterday: the Making of an Arab Jew. Indiana University Press, 2007.  Somekh records 
in his memoirs that the urban Iraqi Jewish dialect of Arabic had been strongly influenced by the arrival of a 
Bedouin dialect during the mid-eighteenth century.   
2 Wien, Peter. Iraqi Arab Nationalism: authoritarian, totalitarian, and pro-fascist inclinations, 1932 – 1941. Routledge, 
2006. 36.  
3 Bashkin, Orit. The Other Iraq: Pluralism and Culture in Hashemite Iraq. Stanford University Press, 2009. 23.  
4 Bashkin, Orit. The Other Iraq, 27. 
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questioning the fundamentals of Iraqi religious life.5 A government ban did not necessarily 
silence the opposition voice, however, for the press laws held over from Ottoman times allowed 
for the editors to obtain a license for nearly the same newspaper under a slightly different 
name. (This tactic was to be employed by the Ahali group twice, when it was published under 
the titles Sawt al-Ahali and then Seda al-Ahali6). 

 
 Conflict between the ruling Sharifian elite and the young Effendiya opposition found its 
most vibrant articulation in the development of Iraq’s schools. During the 1920s, the Sharifian 
pan-Arab aspirations tended to dominate Iraq’s public school system. Sati’ al-Husri, the 
Director General of Education, typified these aspirations. A career Ottoman officer trained in 
Istanbul, al-Husri became an ardent pan-Arab nationalist at the end of the First World War. 
His state curricula emphasized Arabic, history, and civics courses as the best method to instill 
loyalty to the state in young Iraqis, as well as to foster fervent belief in the excellence of Arabic 
civilization writ large. al-Husri’s influence on the schools continued into the early 1930s, when 
he figured often into Ahali articles on education reform. 
 

al-Husri’s vision for the state schools spoke to an idealized vision of Iraqi society. As 
such, it did not address the material needs and career aspirations of minority groups, especially 
the urban poor. These groups were better served by the young Effendiya, who developed social 
welfare programs to increase the opportunities for learning available to Iraqis. The Women’s 
Awakening Club, founded in 1923, operated a house for orphans where they educated the poor 
and taught women to read. In 1928, a Jewish woman founded a school for the blind, where she 
also taught poor women to do handicrafts. The House of the People Society ran a night school 
in Baghdad where they taught progressive values of childrearing, in addition to reading, 
writing, and arithmetic.  

 
Focused on practical gains for a wider segment of Iraqi society, these welfare programs 

represented an alternative to the state-building aspirations of the Sharifians. Without the 
resources of the state, however, most of these programs were forced to close by the end of the 
1920s. This sad outcome, coupled with government intransigence, spurred members of the 
young Effendiya to make education a central concern of their political opposition. Thus, 
although al-Husri appeared regularly in the early pages of al-Ahali, his views were often 
juxtaposed with those of other, younger education reformers. 

 
II. 

   
 Modern Iraq’s first intellectual ties to India were born of long-standing trade relations. 
In Kirkuk, a group of Turkmen and Arab families had traded with India for centuries, sending 
ships down the Euphrates River and across the Indian sea to Mumbai. Although the arrival of 
British merchant fleets in the late nineteenth century had disrupted that trade, the Kirkuk 
families were sufficiently well-off to send their children to be educated abroad.  
 

These individuals were a notable exception to the patterns of advancement through 
education made available by the Ottoman rule. As Ottoman influence waned in its Arab 

                                                
5 Batatu, Hanna. The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq. Princeton University Press, 1978. 
394.  
6Bashkin, Orit. The Other Iraq, 96.    
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provinces, a new generation of students found it necessary and desirable to complete their 
studies elsewhere. Husayn ar-Rahhal (b. 1903) was one such student. The son of wealthy 
Kirkuk merchants, he attended an Ottoman primary school, but instead of going on to studies 
in Istanbul, he enrolled in a gymnasium in Berlin. Upon returning to Iraq, however, ar-Rahhal 
decided to spend a year on his own exploring India. When he returned, he joined Nadi at-
Tadamum, a Marxist study circle, where he met another Iraqi who had traveled to India, the 
novelist Mahmud Ahmad as-Sayyid7. Mahmud Ahmad as-Sayyid (1903 – 1937) had grown up 
in Baghdad, where he had received a religious education alongside his studies at a Turkish 
elementary school. The two later collaborated on the controversial Marxist newspaper as-
Sahifah. 

 
The travel experiences of as-Sayyid and ar-Rahhal are recorded in as-Sayyid's novel 

Jalal Khalid, the first of its kind in modern Iraq. In Jalal Khalid, the eponymous hero is a 
wealthy, well-educated Iraqi youth who travels to Mumbai and Calcutta8 before returning to 
Iraq right after the 1920 revolt.  The narrator describes Mumbai as a city where even Indian 
traders can be successful, but where most of its citizens live in wretched poverty. as-Sayyid 
describes the poor as as-sawad al-’azam (the masses), a term adopted for use by the Ahali group 
to describe Iraq’s uneducated poor. Further descriptions of the city’s poor suggest that the 
protagonist’s eyes are being opened to harsh realities not unlike those experienced by his own 
people.        

 
The pivotal scene in Jalal Khalid is a dialogue between the protagonist and the Indian 

editor of a revolutionary newspaper. Jalal Khalid remarks that he does not think women should 
be liberated after the fashion in Egypt, to which the editor replies that this view is inconsistent 
with Khalid’s desire to ameliorate the station of the poor. This conversation compels Jalal 
Khalid to read an article in a revolutionary Urdu newspaper which tells him that women must 
be given the same rights as men and be liberated from their domestic life if society is to 
progress. The article also suggests that differences between India’s religions had been 
exaggerated, and that freedom from the confines of sectarian thinking would liberate Indian 
society. Similar claims on the course Iraqi society should take were later articulated in as-
Sahifa, so it would seem likely that as-Sayyid’s and ar-Rahhal’s experiences in India greatly 
influenced the development of their ideas about Iraq. 

 
A letter from home informs Jalal Khalid that revolt is brewing in Iraq, so he decides to 

leave India. When he arrives in Basra, however, he is dismayed to hear that the French army 
has occupied Damascus and crushed hopes of an Arab rebellion there, and that the sentiment 
behind the summer revolt of 1920 had largely been dissipated under the might of the British 
army. The rest of the novel consists of an exchange of letters between Jalal Khalid and a 
revolutionary friend, Ahmad Mujahid. In these letters, the two friends discuss their opinions of 
Iraqi Bedouins with equal amounts of fascination and reproach. Ahmad Mujahid likens Bedouin 
singing to moaning and wailing, and relates how a local Bedouin woman was forced to have 
relations with a stranger in order to save face, but who is later attacked by the tribesmen for it. 
These anecdotes neatly parallel Jalal Khalid’s earlier experiences with gazing at the foreign in 
India: the Bedouin singing recalls the Hindu funeral procession he witnessed in Calcutta, and 

                                                
7 Batatu, Hanna. The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq. Princeton University Press, 1978. 
393.  
8 Formerly Bombay; Currently Kolkata 
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the deplorable condition of Bedouin women contrasts sharply with Jalal Khalid’s image of 
middle-class Indian women fawning over a gorilla in a zoo. A strong current of comparison 
between Iraq and India runs through the novel, particularly with regard to women’s rights and 
the nature of religion. 

 
 Hanna Batatu claims that Jalal Khalid is not well-written, but that its author 
nevertheless “succeeded in projecting the intellectual uneasiness and bewilderment of his 
generation and in adding something to the Iraqis’ knowledge of themselves.”9 Batatu further 
claims that as-Sayyid lacked the intellectual vim and vigor of his compatriot, and that therefore 
the character of Jalal Khalid was more likely based on ar-Rahhal’s experiences in India. I prefer 
to understand both as-Sayyid and ar-Rahhal as represented in the novel, the one by Jalal Khalid 
and Ahmad Mujahid. This understanding would be consistent with a reading of the novel as a 
record of the two intellectuals’ ideas about colonial subjects in dialogue with one another, as 
they were in as-Sahifah and in Nadi al-Tadamum. Batatu also notes that as-Sahifah advanced 
feminism as a natural outcome of historical processes, and that “it questioned Islam’s very 
foundations by explaining all religions in natural terms.10” These correlations between novel 
and newspaper reinforce the role India played to both intellectuals as a mirror in which to 
study Iraqi society more discriminately. 
 
  As-Sayyid and ar-Rahhal communicated their ideas about India and Marxism to 
another group of leftist intellectuals who had a much larger impact on the political 
consciousness of the young Effendiya, the Ahali group. Hussein Jamil, later a Baghdad lawyer 
and a founding editor of the Ahali newspaper, participated in student demonstrations sponsored 
by ar-Rahhal’s Marxist group, Nadi al-Tadamum. These included the Nusuli affair, in which 
students advocated for a much-beloved Sunni teacher who had written a controversial textbook 
to be reinstated, and protests against the visit from Sir Alfred Mond, a Zionist sympathizer. 
‘Abd al-Fattah Ibrahim and ‘Abd al-Qadir Isma’il were cousins of Mahmud Ahmad as-Sayyid, 
and therefore also had some exposure to reports about India. This early period in the Ahali 
group’s careers indicates how schools and social clubs enabled a form of resistance to the 
Sharifians through the spread of ideas.       
 

Although the Ahali group coalesced around its paper in 1932, its founding members had 
known each other during much of their formative years. All were native Iraqis from well-
established families and associated with one another as students. ‘Abd al-Qadir Isma’il and ‘Abd 
al-Fattah Ibrahim were both related to the Iraqi novelist Mahmud Ahmad as-Sayyid.11  
Together with Muhammad Hadid, another founding member of al-Ahali, Ibrahim and Isma’il 
had overlapped in their studies at the American University of Beirut, where they had 
participated in student group discussions about imperialism12. When each found himself back in 
Baghdad during the early 1930s, they joined with Hussein Jamil (b. 1906), a lawyer trained at 
the Baghdad College of Law who, through his connections, provided the group with the funds 
to start the newspaper. 

 

                                                
9 Batatu, Old Social Classes. 394 
10  Batatu, Old Social Classes. 395. 
11 Batatu, Old Social Classes, 403.  
12 Bashkin, The Other Iraq, 61.  



57 
Lights: The MESSA Quarterly  

 

The Ahali Group demanded greater political freedoms from the Hashemite Republic’s 
ruling elite. At the same time, they deliberated on the societal and economic challenges faced by 
Iraq’s uneducated masses, debated on how best to meet those challenges, and communicated 
their positions to Iraq’s growing urban middle class. Because political parties were illegal 
during the early days of the Hashemite Republic, the Ahali group published a newspaper in 
Baghdad to express their views.  This paper was largely successful at avoiding the censorship 
of the Iraqi government, and through it the Ahali group came to represent a major current of 
opposition to the status quo for the rest of the Hashemite period. 

 
The paper’s formative period witnessed intense debate among its editors, for despite 

their personal familiarity, the founding members had matured in markedly different directions 
after their undergraduate courses of study. After graduating from the American University of 
Beirut, Muhammad Hadid pursued advanced study at the London School of Economics, where 
he studied under Harold Laski (1893 – 1950). He studied the writings of Sydney Webb and 
participated in the activities of London’s Fabian society. ‘Abd al-Fattah Ibrahim went on to 
write his master’s thesis at Columbia University under the aegis of Parker Thomas Moon (1892 
– 1936), a participant in the American delegation to the Treaty of Versailles negotiations and a 
published critic of imperialism. ‘Abd al-Qadir Isma’il returned to Iraq after completing his 
studies in Beirut, where he and Hussein Jamil participated in Iraq’s nascent intellectual life.  

 
When Hadid and Ibrahim returned to Baghdad, the confluence of Fabian socialism, 

historical anti-imperialism, and Iraqi social criticism stimulated the development of new ideas 
for modernizing Iraqi society. The Ahali group's unique mix of ideologies also enabled them to 
avoid the dangerous label of socialism, as Hussein Jamil later wrote, and thereby appeal to a 
broader segment of Iraqi society.  The group chose the name al-Ahali, “families” or “peoples,” 
because it encapsulated their pluralistic views as to how Iraqi society should function. 

 
 The confluence of ideologies tended also to amalgamate the views of Ahali's different 
contributors, and to increase the sophistication with which they treated a given subject. The 
evolution of their book On the Road to India (!"#$% &'() *+,) demonstrates this fact. The book 
began as the master's thesis of 'Abd al-Fattah Ibrahim at Columbia. Upon Ibrahim's return to 
Iraq, the Ahali group published it so that their readership could benefit from the anti-
imperialist world history Ibrahim had studied in the United States. The initial printing ran out 
quickly13, and for the second edition the editors deemed it necessary to expand the scope of the 
book, an act which doubled its length to 370 pages. This edition was not printed until 1935, as 
the Ahali editors were busy printing other materials that defined their positions on local 
political and social issues. Collaborating on the book’s expansion secured the Ahali group’s 
position within the young Effendiya, earning them a reputation as historians in addition to 
being journalists.  
 

Important parallels between Iraqi and Indian history emerge from On the Road to India. 
The claim that the multitude of India’s religions facilitated its exploitation echoes concerns 
expressed in as-Sayyid's socialist newspaper as-Sahifah about Iraqi religions. Similarly, the 
enfranchisement of elites at the expense of the poor invites comparisons to Iraq's own ruling 
elite, and the description of a peasant rebellion recalls the 1920 revolt in Iraq. The term as-
                                                
13 Ibrahim, 'Abd al-Fattah. 'Ala Tariq al-Hind. (On the Road to India.) Ministry of Culture Publications, Republic 
of Syria, 1991. i .    
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sawad al-‘azam resurfaces in reference to India's poor. At the very least, readers were meant to 
observe the striking similarities between British repression of India and British repression of 
Iraq. Ibrahim’s admiration for the role Indian educators played in resisting colonialism is also 
clear.  He relates how Surendranath Banerjee, the founder of the Indian National Association, 
founded the newspaper Bengal, and then credits him with creating Ripon University, now an 
undergraduate college affiliated with the University of Calcutta, in order to better prepare 
Indians for their struggle for independence. Ibrahim employs terminology tinged with Islamic 
overtones in describing how Surendranath bequeathed the university to the benefit of the 
people (“ ! "#$ %#&'( )*"+' ,-./!0!"#$  14") and in describing it further, uses the term ahli. It is difficult 
to avoid drawing the conclusion that Ibrahim cared passionately about the Indian struggle for 
independence, and that what he saw in its figures' accomplishments, he believed could be done 
for the benefit of the Iraqi people. 
 
 Coverage of India's political figures extended from history into the realm of Ahali's 
present. Mahatma Gandhi and, to a lesser extent in the 1930s, Jawaharhal Nehru featured 
prominently in the Ahali group's newspaper. In its inaugural issues, the editors ran a regular 
series of articles on Mahatma Gandhi's life that lasted for the better part of a year. These 
articles shared with Ahali readers details of Gandhi's childhood and education, and later how he 
came to develop his views on Islam and Hinduism in the subcontinent. They also published 
what would now be called an op-ed piece that compared Lenin and Gandhi, terming them the 
“Leaders of the New Age.” On the front cover of one issue, they featured a photo of Nehru, 
styling him the Leader of India's Young People.  It bore the caption, “His picture is printed on 
the occasion of his sentencing to two and a half years, the maximum penalty provided for by 
law15,” in a show of solidarity with the politician and disgust at his treatment by the British. 
These articles enabled Ahali readers to stay current with trends in Indian politics from the 
perspective of Indian figures, and thus provided Iraq's young Effendiya with an alternative to 
the official line touted by the British embassy in Iraq. It also invited them to examine how 
Indian resistance to British opposition was carried out. 
  
 Other articles proved that events in India were relevant to Iraqis in a wider context 
than that afforded by distant ideologues. al-Ahali reported on a conference of the Indian 
Constitutional Society and the question of an Indian constitution16. The Ahali editors noted 
that the Buddhist society of Rangoon protested Britain's plans to separate the provinces of 
India and Burma17, and described how riots between Muslims and Hindus in Mumbai had 
disrupted work in the factories18. One article proved that exchanges between India and Iraq 
were not unidirectional. In March of 1932, the Iraqi chief veterinarian was invited to give his 
opinions on using Arabian horses in Calcutta's races19. These articles and others laid the 
foundation for a shared Eastern identity between Iraqis and Indians, rooted in their common 
experiences of the British and the challenges they faced as modernizing nations. 
 

                                                
14Ibrahim, ‘Ala Tariq al-Hind. 260, f. 2 
15Ahali Group Newspapers. Chadirji Research Centre, 1999. Jan. 15 1932. p.1 
16Ahali Group Newspapers, “The Oppression Policy in India and what it will lead to.” 
Sep. 29, 1932 p. 5 
17Ahali Group Newspapers, “Burma and India.” Sep. 16, 1932. 
18Ahali Group Newspapers, “Affairs in India Improve.” Jul. 26th, 1932. p. 5 
19Ahali Group Newspapers, “Arabian Horses in India.” Mar.  9th, 1932. p. 2 
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 The persistent popularity of Indian politics to the Ahali group is evident in their articles 
on Jawaharlal Nehru in the 1940s and 1950s. al-Ahali ran translations of Nehru's speeches to 
various Indian and international assemblies, and put him in dialogue with a number of world 
leaders: Josef Tito, Nikita Kruschev, and Dwight Eisenhower20. They reported on his reactions 
to Iraq's 1958 revolution, and carried 'Abd al-Karim Qasim's essay on Nehru's personality in 
195921. They did not restrict Nehru to the role of world leader, although they represented him 
fairly in that regard too. As many articles from this period cover Nehru's opinions on socialism, 
the advancement of peace and the poor, and combating the ills of imperialism22. al-Ahali's 
coverage of Nehru at this stage even drew parallels to his earlier associations with Mahatma 
Gandhi23, ensuring that the relevance of Indian political thought to Iraq remained unbroken 
throughout the 1930s, 40s, and 50s. India's relationship to Iraq, and Iraq's relationship to India 
matured and developed, and the Ahali reporters were there to record it. 
  

                                                
20Ahali Group Newspapers, Nov. 27, 1959. 
21Ahali Group Newspapers, Nov. 29, 1959, et al.  
22Ahali Group Newspapers, Dec. 9, 1959, et al.  
23Ahali Group Newspapers, Oct. 16, 1959. 
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