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n July 1958, army officers claiming adherence to republicanism and Arab nationalism swiftly overthrew 
Iraq’s pro-Western regime. The coup plotters murdered King Faisal II and Crown Prince ‘Abd-Ilah, 
effectively extinguishing the Hashemite dynasty in that country. In the hours after the coup, thousands of 

ordinary Iraqis, mostly young men, swept through Baghdad to show their support for the coup and vent their 
fury at the old regime. They located the crown prince’s hastily buried body, exhumed it, mutilated it, and 
dragged it naked through the streets of the capital. 

The violence of the Iraqi coup shocked U.S. officials, who counted the ousted government as a staunch ally in 
the Middle East. Also unsettling was the fact that the event had been almost entirely unforeseen. Indeed, 
Washington’s failure to detect the extent of anti-regime sentiment within Iraq’s society and military stands 
out as one of the more striking intelligence lapses in the modern history of U.S. involvement in the region, on 
a par with the failure to anticipate the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979 and the wildly mistaken claims 
regarding Iraq’s possession of Weapons of Mass Destruction in 2002-2003. And yet, whereas the causes of the 
latter two fiascos have received substantial scholarly attention, those of the 1958 failure remain relatively 
unexamined. In his prize-wining article, “Missing Revolution: The American Intelligence Failure in Iraq, 
1958,” Jeffrey G. Karam skillfully addresses this gap in the literature, offering persuasive answers to questions 
that have puzzled scholars for decades.1 At the same time, as with any engaging study of a vitally important 
topic, Karam’s outstanding contribution raises questions for further exploration. 

Why were U.S. officials so unprepared for the Iraqi coup of 1958? Karam identifies “two decisive factors: the 
collection of information from too few and too similar human sources of intelligence (HUMINT) in Iraq’s 
ruling regime, and the unreceptivity of U.S. officials to assessing new information and their unwillingness to 

                                                       
1 The article won the Christopher Andrew-Michael Handel Prize for Best Article of 2017. 
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update assessments of local Iraqi developments” (693). In short, both ends of the intelligence chain—the 
initial gathering of evidence and the subsequent interpretation of it—were deeply flawed. 

Let us start with intelligence gathering. Karam shows that, in the months prior to the coup, U.S. officials 
stationed in Iraq were hardly unaware of the substantial amount of domestic dissent. A “fairly large majority 
of the politically conscious Iraqis,” a U.S. embassy official reported in February 1958, “are on the side of the 
opposition rather than the government” (697). The embassy’s overall assessment, however, was that the 
opposition was too scattered and disorganized to threaten the stability of the regime. Similarly, despite noting 
rumblings of dissatisfaction within the officer corps, American officials in Iraq expressed confidence that the 
military’s leadership remained firmly loyal to the monarchy and government. 

Such sanguine conclusions were rooted, Karam argues, in a failure to draw on a larger and more diverse set of 
intelligence sources within the country. Only seldom did U.S. officials meet with opposition figures, Kurdish 
leaders, or other dissident elements, and there is little evidence that the reports of those contacts reached the 
higher echelons of the U.S. embassy. Instead, the Americans received most of their information from the Iraqi 
regime itself, which was either ignorant or dismissive of the rising domestic dissent. Through an extensive 
review of the available evidence, including Arabic-language sources seldom consulted in Western accounts, 
Karam shows that the regime’s internal enemies were in fact dangerously numerous and well organized. 

At the other end of the intelligence chain, U.S. analysts compounded the problem by failing to connect 
whatever dots did come their way. Karam demonstrates that those analysts, whether in Baghdad or in 
Washington, remained wedded to questionable assumptions about Iraqi politics that proved impervious to 
new information. One assumption, he writes, “was that the stability of the regime was tied to the 
government’s well equipped and ‘excellent security system’ in weathering any political storm.” U.S. officials 
were particularly reassured by Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri al-Sa‘id’s “long history of successfully ordering the 
government’s coercive apparatus, specifically the secret police, to muzzle the press, crack down on 
underground movements, and repress different uprisings” (702). What Americans grasped only in retrospect 
was that Nuri’s brutal record had made him a deeply hated, and thus ultimately a deeply vulnerable, figure 
within Iraq. His corpse, too, would be dragged mangled and naked through the streets of Baghdad. Another 
faulty assumption was that the principal threat to the regime emanated from the Iraqi Communist Party, 
rather than from the cadre of nationalist army officers who eventually seized power. 

Karam’s analysis goes a long way toward illuminating the 1958 U.S. intelligence failure in Iraq, and it amply 
fulfills one of his article’s main purposes: to argue “that human sources remain the most important conduit 
for extracting information on local developments in foreign states” and “that top military and political 
echelons should encourage diplomats and intelligence officers in the field to create relationships with officials 
across the political aisle and in different institutions to . . . decrease the likelihood of getting caught 
‘absolutely flatfooted’ by coups and revolutions” (704). But if the article succeeds as a policy 
recommendation, it still leaves some historical issues unexplored; there is another layer of ‘why’ questions 
crying out for answers. I am persuaded that U.S. officials missed the approaching coup because they did a 
poor job of both gathering and analyzing political intelligence. But why did those lapses occur? The matter is 
all the more puzzling when one considers another case from the same time and region. In a separate study he 
conducted on the Lebanese crisis of 1958, Karam concludes that U.S. officials performed both of these 
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tasks—intelligence collection and analysis—much more successfully.2 What was different about Iraq? While I 
am sure that Karam has answers to this question (he is analyzing both the Iraqi and the Lebanese cases in a 
forthcoming book), allow me to venture some speculation of my own. 

When it came to gathering intelligence, Lebanon was a far more congenial setting than Iraq. Compared with 
other Arab countries, Lebanon had a remarkably open society, with a freewheeling political culture, a noisy 
press, and a raucous party system. Without even trying that hard, diplomats and spooks could acquire ample 
information about the political state of play in that country. (If anything, they had too much data at their 
disposal and thus faced the challenge of separating useful intelligence from worthless gossip.) Iraq, by contrast, 
was much more closed and repressive. Gaining access to the views and intentions of Iraqi political dissidents 
took considerable planning and care, and any effort along these lines was likely to catch the notice, and incur 
the offense, of Baghdad authorities. It still behooved American officials to gather such intelligence, but their 
faltering performance of the task becomes less surprising in this light. 

Explaining the deficiencies in intelligence assessment is more speculative, but perhaps some insight can be 
gained by considering the broader sweep of U.S. Middle East policy in the months prior to the Iraqi coup. In 
the spring of 1958, the administration of Dwight D. Eisenhower started to rethink its strategy of frontally 
opposing the regional influence of Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser. Not only had the effort failed to 
weaken Nasser in the Arab world; it had enabled him to increase his sway by posing as the Arabs’ protector 
against U.S. imperialism. Early that year, Egypt and Syria had banded together to form the United Arab 
Republic (UAR), allowing Nasser to extend his formal power into the Levant. Seeing that its policy had 
backfired, the Eisenhower administration began trying to improve relations with Nasser and the UAR. The 
problem was that a number of pro-Western Arab governments, which Washington had recently encouraged 
to stand up to Nasser, remained committed to stridently anti-Nasser positions and demanded continued U.S. 
support for such stances. The Iraqi regime was at the forefront of this group.3 

In fact, Iraqi leaders had a keen sense of their domestic vulnerability, though they tended to see this 
predicament as a product of regional circumstances. They believed that as long as Nasser’s power remained 
unchecked in the Arab world, UAR-backed subversion would continue to imperil the Baghdad regime, to the 
point of ultimately causing its demise. And the best defense, they insisted, was a strong offense. Repeatedly in 
the spring of 1958, Nuri and Crown Prince ‘Abd al-Ilah urged the U.S. and British governments to support 
Iraqi subversive or military efforts against neighboring Syria, for the purpose of detaching it from the UAR 
and drawing it into Iraq’s orbit. “Rather than succumb,” ‘Abd al-Ilah remarked to a British diplomat, “it 
would be better for the Hashemites to go down fighting honourably.” For a few days in late January, 

                                                       
2 Jeffrey G. Karam, “Revisiting American Intelligence and Diplomacy During the Lebanon Crisis of 1958: The 

Human Factor,” conference paper, Middle East Studies Association Annual Meeting, Washington, D.C., 19 November 
2017. 

3 Salim Yaqub, Containing Arab Nationalism: The Eisenhower Doctrine and the Middle East (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 181-203. 
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Secretary of State John Foster Dulles obliquely encouraged such talk, but after early February the Eisenhower 
administration consistently opposed it, recognizing that it could only play into Nasser’s hands.4 

Conceivably, the excitability of Iraqi leaders helps to explain the administration’s failure to detect internal 
dangers to the Baghdad regime. If acknowledging that regime’s vulnerability seemed likely to whet an existing 
appetite for Iraqi adventurism—at a time when Washington was trying to restrain its regional allies—then 
perhaps the prudent course was to find no danger at all. This is, as I said, a speculative explanation (and at 
best it can be only a partial one), but it works as well as any other I have seen so far. 

In any event, Jeffrey Karam is to be commended for writing such a richly researched and cogently reasoned 
article, one that invites invigorating reexamination, by historians and political scientists alike, of a pivotal 
moment in modern Middle Eastern history. 
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4 Yaqub, Containing Arab Nationalism, 190-192, 196, 199, 202, 216-217, 220-221 (‘Abd al-Ilah quoted on 

196). 
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