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esearchers’ lack of access to Iraq and Iraqis over much of the last four decades has impaired the 
scholarly examination of an important Middle East state. The Ba’th regime dissuaded independent 
research, raising research ethics concerns for those investigators who worked in Iraq during that time. 

The work under review is important because it works around this impairment with accepted methodologies in 
its interrogation of textual artifacts, thereby improving the scholarly record. Moreover, the overt politicization 
of scholarship and analysis over the charged period of sanctions following the 1991 Gulf War, followed 
thereafter by the 2003 war and occupation, with their attendant violence and humanitarian devastation, 
further altered our lens into Iraqi society. Weldon C. Matthews is to be congratulated on his scholarship, 
which has challenged the existing dominant narratives by patiently disputing conjecture and supposition with 
the deployment of empirical materials. He has repeatedly confronted the dominant discourse with the 
recorded observations of contemporaneous sources of those engaging Iraq. His findings have disputed notions 
within the broader literature that have privileged the authoritarian regime as well as the predominance of 
ethno-sectarianism within Iraqi society. In its place Matthews has identified alternative Iraqi political actors 
while also contextualizing their efforts within both regional and global political frameworks. In this fashion he 
has given voice to Iraqis, and extended the work of Hanna Batatu in providing us with contemporaneous 
insights to Iraq, all the while embracing a nuanced and critical reading of the archival record.1  

Matthews’s method enlivens our understandings of the debates that took place amongst Iraqis surrounding 
the period of the first Ba’thist government in Iraq (8 February 1963 - 10 November 1963). While multiple 
actors were forced to come to grips with the coup and its aftermath, they were also engaged with political 
action on a national level crosscutting ethnic considerations and in the absence of sectarian dynamics. In the 

                                                       
1 Hanna Batatu, The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq: A Study of Iraq's Old Landed 

and Commercial Classes and of its Communists, Ba`thists and Free Officers (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1978 and London: Saqi Books, 2012). 
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article reviewed here, Matthews continues his problematizing of scholarly narratives of the Iraqi polity in three 
primary respects: first, by challenging the reader’s notion of Ba’thist uniformity on questions of development 
and especially the role of labour, where he clearly finds Ba’thist activists challenging dominant Cold-War 
framings of the bipolar order; second, in the Ba’thists attachment to Iraqi nationalism, which was not unique 
to their ideological predisposition as it was shared across the Iraqi political firmament; and third, through his 
ability to detail the U.S. government’s and U.S. civil society’s strong engagement with Iraq decades prior to 
the timeframe most often ascribed to U.S. intervention. Indeed, and ironically, in placing this U.S. 
engagement within Iraq, under an official global U.S. policy of ‘counterinsurgency’, the frameworks adopted 
following the 2003 invasion and occupation may be read in an entirely new light. 

With the chaos that has followed the 2003 Anglo-American invasion of Iraq, interpretations have framed 
violence as endemic to the Iraqi polity, posited ethno-sectarian identity as the basis of social conflict, and 
privileged Islam as the predominant expression of opposition to foreign power. The acceptance of such 
reductive formulations informed both occupation policy as well as popular and scholarly interrogations of the 
catastrophe. In adopting such framings, homogenizing Iraqi communities, and making invisible much of 
Iraq’s modern political history, such rendering silences the lived experience that Matthews makes plain. As 
with other states in the region, the legacy of political violence bequeathed by the Mandate, and the colonial 
state it established, is evident in the archival records referenced by Matthews.2 The use of violence and the 
persecution of political rivals, with acute attention paid to Iraqi communists and their supporters, is what 
initially drew U.S. interest to the Ba’thist movement. Diverging from the nationalist officers of the post-1958 
Republic, who saw Soviet Communism as a threat to Iraqi independence, but Communists as amenable to 
the national project, the Ba’thists broached no compromise. Adopting paramilitary form, the Ba’th meted 
extrajudicial brutality upon Iraqi communists and those supportive of their aims. As Matthews details, this 
direct action by Iraqi Ba’thists fit well within the U.S. global counterinsurgency program designed to thwart 
Soviet Communism. 

The U.S. counterinsurgency program was designed to mobilize state actors such as police officers, military 
personnel, state security and paramilitaries against Communist infiltration across the global south. Matthews 
notes the particular roles played by Iraqi officers who received such training in the implementation of 
paramilitary action against Communists. Moreover, U.S. counterinsurgency was also designed to mobilize 
alternative civil society actors such as unions and media against international Communism. Such actors were 
to provide alternatives to Communists, as well as to propagandize against their appeal. In this environment, 
the Ba’thist paramilitary actions and subsequent capture of state power, hallmarked by the bloody purge of 
Communists from across Iraqi society, harmonized Ba’thism with U.S. state interests. Such an alignment 
overcame longstanding U.S. opposition to Arab nationalism, the most evocative and widely supported 
political orientation in the region. Cold War priorities to fight against Communism trumped efforts to 
denude Arab nationalism. Nationalist opposition to the foreign domination of resources and development 
projects favoring international capital, as well as robust anti-Zionism, were identified as secondary to the 

                                                       
2 In addition to his extensive use of Arabic materials gathered from a multitude of sources and strong 

deployment of the secondary literature, Matthews conducted archival research at the John F. Kennedy Presidential 
Library (JFKPL) in Boston, MA, the archives of the U.S. Department of Labor and the U.S. National Archives and 
Records Administration (NARA) in Washington, DC, the International Federation of Petroleum and Chemical Workers 
Records (IFPCW) archives at the University of Colorado, Boulder, and The George Meany Memorial AFL-CIO Archive 
(GMMA) at the University of Maryland's University Libraries. 
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effort to liquidate Communist influence. Particular to Iraq, the Ba’thist exclusion of Kurds from the state 
apparatus, and direct action against Kurdish parties in the north, also escaped U.S. attention. 

The barbarity unleashed by the Ba’thist paramilitary ‘National Guard’ greatly exceeded previous actions by 
the state against political rivals who had been identified as threats. Thus, those writers identifying subsequent 
political violence as endemic to the fabric of Iraqi society fail to recognize this escalation as commensurate 
with the rise of the colonial state and the Ba’thists who came to wield its authority. Moreover, while the purge 
of Communists escalated the use of violence as political tool, it was delivered without concern to tribe, sect, or 
ethnicity, tempering the common post-2003 assertion that tribe, sect, or ethnicity influenced such actions. 

Matthews’s examination of the period brings to our attention the crucial role played by U.S. civil society 
actors, presumably working in conjunction, albeit in an ad hoc manner, with the U.S. government. Their 
efforts to shield the Ba’th from international condemnation for the extrajudicial violence, or closer scrutiny of 
the impacts of such violence on Iraqi comity, thereby undermined the potential for national consensus 
following such bloodshed. This subversion of the consequences following the deployment of such extreme 
political violence only encouraged its further use. Pointedly, Matthews clearly demarcates the recognition of 
Ba’thist labour activists that the actions of their movement were supported merely for the benefit of the 
Western alliance. The human rights abuses and extrajudicial detainments and killings directly subverted 
potential Soviet influence. In this manner U.S. and Ba'thist interests were aligned in their shared opposition 
to Communist and progressive activists and intellectuals in Iraq. As Matthews stresses, while cognizant of the 
U.S. interest in their project, Ba’thists nonetheless opposed American aims just as much as the potential 
Soviet influence on their country, rejecting bipolarity for alternative orientations such as that of Tito’s 
Yugoslavia. 

This was apparent in the positive disposition of many Ba’thists towards Iraqi nationalism and the shared sense 
of a common future with their fellow Iraqis. Vigorously opposed to alternative articulations enunciated by 
their rivals, the Ba’thist fixation on a conjoint vision for a shared future was exclusive of communal relations 
outside those controlled by the state. In this ideological fashioning Ba’thism shared with most all of Iraq’s 
political actors a distinctive Iraqi proclivity to oppose foreign designs on Iraqi natural resources, economic 
output, and any impediment to self-determination. Over the course of Ba’thist rule in Iraq, outside scholarly 
and media perceptions of Iraqis and their politics came to be amalgamated, affording primacy to the regime of 
Saddam Hussein. This silencing of the plurality of Iraq’s peoples and political culture conflated the state with 
the Ba’th Party and the Party with the dictatorship. Matthews’s article problematizes such expositions by 
reifying the debates over the role of labour within the Ba’th Party. This situates Matthews’s scholarship within 
a more pluralistic reading of Iraqi historiography allowing these debates to mesh with the broader Iraqi 
dialogue on national development.3 Matthews allocates Ba’thist concern to the important role labour was to 
make in future development. Labour and class consciousness were identified as key variables to Ba’thist 
constructions of citizenship and the direction of the popular effort to build loyalty to the state. To this end 
Ba’thist activists worked to enmesh themselves within labour unions and other efforts across civil society. 
Opposed to Communist designs, especially attentive to the potential for Iraqi Communist subvention to 

                                                       
3 Eric Davis, Memories of State: Politics, History, and Collective Identity in Modern Iraq (Oakland, CA: University 

of California Press, 2005). 



H-Diplo Article Review 
 

Soviet interests, the Ba’thist activists thereby placed themselves within the broader firmament of Iraqi 
nationalism. 

This mobilization of unionized workers as a tool to modernize the national economy drove Ba’thist efforts to 
mobilize the sector against the powerful Iraqi Communist Party. It also caused those managing the 
counterinsurgency program in the Kennedy administration to view the Ba’th favorably. Matthews notes the 
U.S. proclivity to identify the Ba’th as a force for modernization and potential democratization in Iraq. 
Moreover his research goes beyond the state-to-state relationship favored by the counterinsurgency program 
to an examination of its use of U.S. labour groups to combat Communist influence in the global south. In a 
detailed examination of the records of the International Federation of Petroleum Workers (IFPW) Matthews 
outlines the union executives’ connection to the U.S. government as well as their efforts within Iraq to build a 
relationship with Iraqi trade unions. Matthews finds that IFPW regularly subordinated the ideals of free trade 
unionism to its anti-Communism. Repeated visits by the IFPW representatives were coordinated with Ba’thist 
affiliated union organizers in an effort to outflank Communists and suborn unionized Iraqi workers to the 
expansion of capital. This effort, coordinated with the U.S. government on an ad hoc basis, nonetheless 
undermined the rights of Iraqi labour and stunted national development to the interests of capital. Pointedly, 
U.S. efforts were focused on U.S. capital even to the exclusion of the United States’ Western allies, but the 
focus on capital at the expense of Iraqi interests informed IFPW efforts. 

In this reading, Matthews has punctured the Ba’thist distinctiveness that is predominant in the literature, 
replacing it with a more nuanced view of the Party. Ba’thist trade union organizers opposed those in their 
own movement wishing to quell class-consciousness and democratic practices that had been embraced by 
Iraqi workers. This occurred during a period when the broader current of Arab nationalist discourse also 
embraced such progressive orientations, placing Iraqi political consciousness within its regional context. While 
not a sympathetic portrayal of Ba’thism, Matthews’s article nonetheless challenges deterministic portrayals of 
Iraqi nationalism undergirding the future regime of Saddam Hussein. That Ba’thist activists were cognizant of 
their need to work against those within their own Party who were opposed to such ideological commitments 
is outlined in Matthews exposition of their Party activities. In addition, Matthews adds to our understanding 
by noting that that these actors were also openly aware of the U.S. efforts to subvert their actions to Cold War 
interests that were favorable to Washington. Contesting over a multivariate ideological terrain eventually saw 
the Ba’thist left diminished within the Party, although the cementing of the dictatorship of Saddam Hussein 
and Ba’thist internal machinations are beyond the scope of the present article.  

Matthews’s work can therefore find itself within a growing scholarship on U.S. engagement with the Arab 
Middle East during the decades following the Second World War. While the Iraq case will not provide for as 
broad an engagement as that of Saudi Arabia or Egypt, reading Matthews’s insights in the realms of 
development economics, anti-Communism, and Cold War political historiography sets his work alongside 
that of Robert Vitalis and Timothy Mitchell.4 Like them, Matthews has uncovered the empirical grist 
demonstrating the state and non-state efforts by the U.S. to thwart not only Communist influence, but also 

                                                       
4 Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier (Redwood City, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 2006) and Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil (London: Verso, 
2013). 
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progressive social development. In so doing, his article suggests that the Cold War period provides indications 
of the further Western corruption of national self-determination. 

It is to be hoped that scholars will in future be able to graft such creative methods onto the empirical record 
and oral histories of the Arab participants of the events covered. The destruction of Iraqi archives and other 
cultural artifacts will require the empathy demonstrated in Matthews works and the adoption of methods 
open to capturing the diversity and plurality evident in such societies.5 Today, Matthews’s work continues to 
inform and challenge scholarly and analytical framing of Iraqi politics, giving Iraqis a voice, and standing as 
exemplification of Iraqi efforts to craft a successful state project in the era following the Second World War. 
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