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Churchill’s Folly: How Winston Churchill Created Modern Iraq
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Synopsis. As Britain’s colonial secretary in the 1920s, Winston Churchill made a mistake with calamitous consequences and unseen repercussions extending into the twenty-first century. Christopher Catherwood, scholar and adviser to Tony Blair’s government, examines Churchill’s creation of the artificial monarchy of Iraq after World War One, forcing together unfriendly peoples—Sunni Muslim Kurds and Arabs, and Shiite Muslims—under a single ruler.

Defying a global wave of nationalistic sentiment and the desire of subjugated peoples to rule themselves, Churchill put together the broken pieces of the Ottoman Empire and unwittingly created a Middle Eastern powder keg. Inducing Arabs under the thumb of the Ottoman Turks to rebel against rule from Constantinople, the British during WWI convinced the Hashemite clan that they would rule over Syria. However, Britain had already promised the territory to the French. To make amends after the Great War, Churchill created the nation called Iraq and made the Hashemite leader, Feisel, king of a land to which he had no connections. Catherwood examines Churchill’s decision, which resulted in a 1958 military coup against the Iraqi Hashemite government and a series of increasingly bloody regimes until the ultimate nightmare of Ba’athist party rule under Saddam Hussein.

Biography. Christopher Catherwood teaches history at Cambridge University and the University of Richmond (Virginia). He is a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society, and has served as a consultant to the Strategy Unit of Tony Blair's cabinet, working in the Admiralty Building where Winston Churchill was based as First Lord of the Admiralty. (www.barnesandnoble.com)

Recommended Study/Discussion Questions for From Beirut to Jerusalem

1. Throughout the book, Catherwood states that Churchill was trying to keep expenses low while maintaining the British Empire, that he wanted “empire lite.” What are the similarities of this statement with U.S. actions in Iraq from 2003 to the present?

2. “Being a strong proponent of airpower, Churchill understood that the RAF could do far more than ground troops to keep order in a place as widely flung and comparatively uninhabited as Mesopotamia.” (page 77) “Churchill’s primary aim - the creation of a native Iraqi army that could work alongside the Royal Air Force, Britain’s new means of maintaining order as cheaply as possible in the newly independent mandate state.” (page 129) Compare Churchill’s desire to use a combination of the Royal Air Force and the Iraqi army to control the country to current Coalition efforts.
3. Churchill wrote, “We have not got a single friend in the press on the subject, and there is no point of which they make more effective use to injure the Government.” (page 87) Do you feel that the U.S. press is doing the same thing? Why or why not? What can be done?

4. “All this could have been solved in Cairo. The Kurds could have enjoyed their own buffer state, and the rest of Mesopotamia could have been split into two kingdoms…” (pages 136-137) Would you agree with this statement as a plan of action if the year were 2003?
5. Catherwood points out that the British were interested in the strategic location of Iraq more than oil. Is the same true for the United States today?

6. “Any new Iraqi regime will have the same major problem of legitimacy that so hampered the Hashemite period of Iraq from 1921 to 1938.” (page 226) Do you agree with this statement? Why or why not? What steps could the current Iraqi national government take to appear/become more legitimate?
7. On page 229, Catherwood states “… I think we can say that one of Britain’s biggest mistakes in the 1920s, and one that the Coalition is repeating now, was assuming that nationalism is stronger than religion.”  Do you agree with this statement, why or why not? Will nationalism overcome the Sunni-Shia rift in Iraq?
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