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Abstract

Left-populist narratives of hydrocarbon extraction in the postcolonial world, including
the twentieth-century Middle East, often construe it as a process whereby multinational
fossil capital encloses and commodifies land held in common. Although such narratives
may capture the experience of communities along certain oil and gas frontiers, they do
not account for the social terrains and political trajectories of extractive land grabs in
areas where private property in land already underpins commercial agriculture. How do
energy companies engage with an existing market in land, and reorient a commodity
frontier around extractive rather than agrarian capitalism? This article explores that
question by examining property struggles in southern Iraq in the late 1940s and early
1950s, when the multinational Iraq Petroleum Company (IPC) sought to acquire land
still devoted to cash crop agriculture. Drawing on business records and material from
Iraqi archives entirely new to Anglophone scholarship, I show how land conflicts on the
Basra oil frontier came to revolve less around the IPC as such than the Iraqi state. The
latter’s expanding remit entailed both the revival of older powers of sovereign
landlordism and the deployment of novel capacities, as the state sought to mediate
conflicting legal claims on land and its value and manage the social consequences of
territorial dispossession. Ultimately, this article historicizes the political-legal status of
postcolonial landlord states like Iraq in an era of hydrocarbon extraction, locating the
origin of their powers as much in the material assemblage of oil infrastructures as in the
monopoly over oil rents.
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Introduction

“You either have land or you have nothing,” the man says to the camera, while
behind him companions watch despondently as excavators crisscross and clear
what had been an agricultural plot in the riverine landscape of Basra province in
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southern Iraq.! Date palm trees line the plot, which is located in ‘Izz al-Din al-Salim
subdistrict, but rather than arching up into the sky they lie motionless on the sides
of trunks that have been severed violently from the earth; palm tree roots contort in
the air, gasping for water. As the news broadcaster narrates how the Iraqgi Oil
Ministry recently ordered the seizure of the plot, the camera cuts to an oil
installation, likely one of the nearby fields that Chinese and Russian firms now
operate alongside state-owned companies, made unmistakable by the gas flares that
ceaselessly hurl carcinogenic pollutants into the air. Although the viewer learns that
the ‘Izz al-Din al-Salim residents have faced violent threats for protesting Oil
Ministry policies, one of them nevertheless pleads with the oil minister to
intercede. “Save us from these mafias, save us from this criminality” he cries out
in what was surely a reference to the party-militias that systematically siphon public
revenues from the Iraqi state institutions under their control. The language of
“mafia criminality” echoes analyses that construe land grabs in the Basra oil
industry as depredations stemming from post-2003 state failure.? In this article,
however, I present a less parochial account of extraction and dispossession. Far
from being signs of the deficiencies of the Iraqi state, such moments of
dispossession reveal its powers as a sovereign landlord in an era of hydrocarbon
extraction. I historicize the political-legal status of the Iraqi landlord state and the
capacities which accrued to it not through a monopoly over oil rents but rather
through the material assemblage of oil infrastructures. In doing so, this article
explains the particular political trajectories that many extractive land grabs have
taken in Iraq, where ensuing struggles over property and compensation revolve
around the Iraqi state rather than multinational fossil capital. I locate one origin of
the Iraqi landlord state in mid-twentieth-century Basra, a commodity frontier in
transition from agrarian to extractive capitalism.

The relatively few social histories of oil in Iraq and the wider Middle East rarely
foreground land struggles. When such works do broach the topic, they mostly do so
by implicit reference to narratives of primitive accumulation or accumulation by
dispossession. In the early twentieth century, the multinational corporations that
established the first oil industries in states like Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Iran are said
to have alienated lands that agrarian and especially pastoral communities
customarily held or used in common.® In such accounts the apparent enclosure,
privatization, and commodification of the commons for the purpose of extraction

lAlSharqiyy'a Tube, “Tajrif Basatin al-Nakhil fi al-Basra” YouTube video, 3:19, 26 June 2018, https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=FGII2N2Ir24. All translations from Arabic are my own.

*J. Mac Skelton and Zmkan Ali Saleem, “The Politics of Unemployment in Basra: Spotlight on the Oil
Sector” (Sulaimani: American University of Iraq Sulaimani, Institute for Regional and International Studies,
2019), 9; Mélisande Genat, “Understanding the Persistence of Violent Tribal Confrontations in Basra”
(Geneva: International Organization for Migration, 2022), 20-22.

3Arash Khazeni, Tribes and Empire on the Margins of Nineteenth-Century Iran (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 2009), 152-57; Toby Jones, Desert Kingdom: How Oil and Water Forged Modern Saudi
Arabia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2010), 76—83; Kaveh Ehsani, “Pipeline Politics in Iran: Power
and Property, Dispossession and Distribution,” South Atlantic Quarterly 116, 2 (2017): 43239, https://doi.
0rg/10.1215/00382876-3829522; Alex Boodrookas, “The Making of a Migrant Working Class: Contesting
Citizenship in Kuwait and the Persian Gulf” (PhD diss., New York University, 2020), 94-105. The first study
to invoke the “oil frontier” metaphor does not foreground issues of territory, beyond the racialized design of
Aramco workcamps; see Robert Vitalis, America’s Kingdom: Mythmaking on the Saudi Oil Frontier (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 2006).
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anticipate the “enclaved” and neocolonial character of regional oil industries that
remained under the control of foreign corporate consortia until the 1970s.*

These critical accounts have eroded the celebratory narratives of oil development
that public relations arms of British Petroleum, Exxon, and other members of the
cartel known as “the majors” put forth in the twentieth century. Nevertheless, by
framing land struggles along the region’s hydrocarbon frontiers mainly as a process
of enclosure by multinational capital, the historiography of oil in the Middle East has
echoed the teleology and functionalism generally characteristic of left-populist
theories of the “new enclosures” and accumulation by dispossession.> As Michael
Levien notes, most contemporary land grabs “involve dispossessing land—often
already held within capitalist social relations—for a variety of economic purposes
... [and] reflect not an early stage of capitalism but advanced capitalist demands on
land... Far from being a product of ‘weak states’ bowled over by global capital...
[dispossession] involves a deliberate use of state force.”® This article examines the
contingent deployment of such force in a region where enclosure, privatization, and
commodification long preceded hydrocarbon extraction.

Although the oilfields of Basra now rank among the world’s largest, when the
multinational consortium behind the Iraq Petroleum Company (IPC) began
significant operations in the province in the late 1940s the wealth of the region still
lay in its date palm gardens. For nearly a century prior to the arrival of the IPC,
landholders, tenant-cultivators, and landless workers in the Ottoman province of
Basra responded to rising global demand for dates by expanding a belt of gardens and
estates along the Shatt al-*Arab river’s 200-kilometer course from the union of the
Tigris and Euphrates south into the Persian Gulf.” Prior to the 1950s oil boom,
Basrawi dates were Iraq’s most valuable export commodity and a vital source of
revenue to the national state emerging under British military occupation in World
War 1% Amid ramifying financial investments, deepening local market dependence,
and intensifying global commercial competition, stratified agrarian classes in Basra
were able to anchor exceptionally strong proprietary and usufructuary claims to
agricultural land.” The land in Basra across which the IPC sought to open wells, lay

“For the exceptions, see Katayoun Shafiee, Machineries of Oil: An Infrastructural History of BP in Iran
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2018), 46-52, and Arbella Bet-Shlimon, City of Black Gold: Oil, Ethnicity, and the
Making of Modern Kirkuk (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019), 82-84.

®Attachment to a prelapsarian rural commons also characterizes some work on hydrocarbon extraction
outside the Middle East; see Myrna 1. Santiago, The Ecology of Oil: Environment, Labor, and the Mexican
Revolution, 1900-1938 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), ch. 2. For a more sophisticated
analysis of the interaction of agrarian and extractive capitalism, see Matthew Shutzer, “Subterranean
Properties: India’s Political Ecology of Coal, 1870-1975,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 63, 2
(2021): 400-32, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0010417521000098.

®Michael Levien, Dispossession without Development: Land Grabs in Neoliberal India (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2018), 15, his emphasis.

"Matthew Hopper, “The Globalization of Dried Fruit: Transformations in the Eastern Arabian Economy,
1860s—1920s,” in James Gelvin and Nile Green, eds., Global Muslims in the Age of Steam and Print (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2013), 166—69.

8Gabriel Young, “State, Land, and Labor in the Making of an Iraqi Periphery: Basra, 1921-1963” (PhD
diss., New York University, 2025).

°Talib al-Gharib, al-Sulta wa-I-Mujtama ‘ wa-l-Ard fi al-Basra Awakhir al-‘Ahd al- ‘Uthmani Ila Nihayat
al-Intidab al-Baritani (Basra: Jami ‘at al-Basra, 2011), ch. 4; Camille Cole, “Empire on Edge: Land, Law, and
Capital in Gilded Age Basra” (PhD diss., Yale University, 2020).
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pipelines, and build port infrastructure had long since been enclosed and
commodified. The challenge for the IPC in Basra was therefore not to open a
market in land held in common, but rather to bypass or dismantle the existing
land market at minimal financial and political cost.

To navigate analytically the unfamiliar terrain of the Basra oil frontier, this article
engages with the rich anthropological and sociological literatures on extractive land
grabs in the global South. Enclosures and enclaves are central concepts in this
scholarship, which frequently compares the recent wave of land grabs by mining
or logging firms to the colonial dispossession of indigenous territories by settler states
and movements.'° In defining oil frontiers as dynamic spaces where conditions for
extractive accumulation are established, rather than as merely carbon-rich territorial
peripheries, Michael Watts has noted their similarity to colonial frontiers: “typically
land and property rights are contested, the rule of law is in question, and frontier
populations (often racialized and excluded because of the coercive forms of capital
accumulation in train) inhabit a zone in which violence and political negotiation [are]
... at the center of social and economic life.”!! In such accounts, however, land grabs
on extractive frontiers do not appear as foregone tragedies. Rather, anthropologists
and sociologists of Latin America, Asia, and Africa stress their contingency, showing
how factors like agrarian class inequality and racialized legal regimes have shaped the
varied terms and outcomes of extractive land grabs.!?

This article likewise shows that land struggles on the Basra oil frontier were
contingent and variable. The IPC had to adapt its tactics for territorial acquisition
depending on the particular area of the Basra date belt where it operated, while
the response among different agrarian classes ranged from accommodation to
confrontation. The central argument of this article, however, is that in all cases an
outcome was the expansion rather than a diminution of Iraqi state power. The Iraqi
state shaped extractive land struggles in Basra in three ways: as a sovereign landlord
that reconstituted cultivators, investors, and corporations as different kinds of
tenants; as a legal nexus for conflicting claims on land and its value; and as a
political authority responsible for managing the social consequences of
dispossession. In advancing this argument, I view the Iraqi state as neither a
unitary political instrument nor simply useful to the needs of multinational
extractive capital. The variegated, loosely-interlocking institutions that constituted
the Iraqi state in this period presented different options to different actors on the
Basra oil frontier. Officials across the state apparatus expressed distinct and even
contradictory objectives as they engaged with different constituencies. Even as the

1%Suzana Sawyer, Crude Chronicles: Indigenous Politics, Multinational Oil, and Neoliberalism in Ecuador
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004); James Ferguson, “Seeing Like an Oil Company: Space, Security, and
Global Capital in Neoliberal Africa,” American Anthropologist 107, 3 (2005): 377-82, https://doi.org/10.1525/
2a.2005.107.3.377; Michael Watts, “A Tale of Two Gulfs: Life, Death, and Dispossession along Two Oil
Frontiers,” American Quarterly 64, 3 (2012): 436—47, https://doi.org/10.1353/aq.2012.0039; Maristella
Svampa, “Commodities Consensus: Neoextractivism and Enclosure of the Commons in Latin America,”
South Atlantic Quarterly 114, 1 (2015): 65-82, https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-2831290.

""Watts, “Tale of Two Gulfs,” 446.

Penelope Anthias, Limits to Decolonization: Indigeneity, Territory, and Hydrocarbon Politics in the
Bolivian Chaco (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2018); Thea Riofrancos, Resource Radicals: From Petro-
Nationalism to Post-Extractivism in Ecuador (Durham: Duke University Press, 2020); Levien, Dispossession
without Development.
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nature of the world oil market continued to impose structural constraints on Iraqi
state capacity, resource nationalists redirected the same state powers most useful to
the IPC in the 1950s against the firm a decade later.'?

By tracing how extractive land struggles expanded the remit of the Iraqi state, this
article departs from most accounts of Middle Eastern oil and follows in the tracks of
the burgeoning global historiography of this commodity. The latter has shifted the
focus from neocolonial enclaves to foreground the importance of “sovereign
landlords” to oil and gas firms, especially in postcolonial settings where subsoil
minerals are national patrimony.!* References to “landlord states” are suggestive
but often elusive because there are few social histories charting how these states have
exercised their territorial prerogatives in specific geographies. The lack of sustained
attention is especially surprising for postcolonial agrarian states like India or Iraq
where re-purposing agricultural or pastoral territory for extraction could mean a
radical break in the use of land that historically underpinned social reproduction and
political control.'® To grasp how this process occurred in a post-Ottoman context, I
draw on the insights of wider scholarship on land and property in the modern Middle
East. A central theme of this literature is how the state, especially in the Ottoman
Empire and post-Ottoman polities, “constituted property” through its legal regimes
and administrative apparatuses.'® This concern reflects the fact that in the agrarian
Ottoman social formation the ownership over almost all land ultimately lay with the
state, an arrangement with ambiguous legacies. On the one hand, the flexibility of the
Ottoman “state land” category enabled many to assert collective and individual
ownership claims and anchor capitalist investments in land.!” On the other, the
redefinition of state land facilitated dispossession in post-Ottoman polities, most
dramatically in the case of Palestine under settler-colonial rule.'® Yet, even in such
cases of apparently straightforward dispossession, “property is never a
straightforward assertion of a right ... claims are cobbled together across different
government institutions and legal regimes ... claim-making is a historical practice
that can transform which part of the past is most meaningful.”* This article likewise

1370e Stork, “State Power and Economic Structure: Class Determination and State Formation in
Contemporary Iraq,” in Tim Niblock, ed., Iraq: The Contemporary State (London: Croom Helm, 1982),
27-46.

Y“Kevin Young, Blood of the Earth: Resource Nationalism, Revolution, and Empire in Bolivia (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 2017); Christopher Dietrich, Oil Revolution: Sovereign Rights and the Economic
Culture of Decolonization, 1945 to 1979 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017); Giuliano Garavini,
The Rise and Fall of OPEC in the Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019).

For an illuminating exception, see Shutzer, “Subterranean Properties.”

"*Huri islamoglu, “Toward a Political Economy of Legal and Administrative Constitutions of Individual
Property,” in Huri Islamoglu, ed., Constituting Modernity: Private Property in East and West (New York: I. B.
Tauris, 2004), 3-34.

"7See, most recently, Kristen Alff, “The Business of Property: Levantine Joint-Stock Companies and
Nineteenth-Century Global Capitalism,” Enterprise ¢~ Society 21, 4 (2020): 853—65, https://doi.org/10.1017/
€50.2020.56; and Nora Barakat, Bedouin Bureaucrats: Mobility and Property in the Ottoman Empire
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2023).

'®Raja Shehadeh, “The Land Law of Palestine: An Analysis of the Definition of State Lands,” Journal of
Palestine Studies 11, 2 (1982): 82-99. I am grateful to Lucy Garbett for first prompting me to consider the
question of Palestine when discussing the Ottoman category of state land.

Beshara Doumani and Paul Kohlbry, “Introduction: Claiming Property, Claiming Palestine,”
Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 43, 3 (2023): 245-48, at 247, https://doi.
org/10.1215/1089201X-10896539.
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highlights the historicity and uncertainty of struggles over state land, but in the
context of hydrocarbon extraction. By redeploying the state land category to
appropriate territory, the IPC at once revived early modern powers of sovereign
landlordism and allowed for the redeployment of those powers for a quintessentially
twentieth-century purpose: nationalization. Similarly, the ensuing land disputes
helped dissolve both the political and moral economies of date cultivation in
Basra. As we will see, capitalist investments in Basrawi date land rested on a
system of rights which, in turn, depended on meeting expectations of “productive
use.” On the emergent oil frontier, however, what the Iraqi state understood as
“productive” was changing rapidly.

There are three sections of the article. The first examines how the 1938 IPC
concession articles dealing with surface land use in Basra cast the relationship
between state and company as one between landlord and tenant. An overview of
rural land tenure in Basra shows how the concession collapsed prevailing notions of
property and implicitly revived older practices of agrarian statecraft. The second
section uses IPC records to trace the company’s territorial acquisitions in the late
1940s and early 1950s, when the firm aspired to make Basra a new hub of regional
hydrocarbon supplies. Looking at Iraqi Interior and Finance Ministry archives, I
demonstrate how de jure private property holders accommodated the IPC while
manipulating expropriation and compensation proceedings. Even as they channeled
property conflicts along legalistic pathways, these landholders destabilized the
relationship between the value and price of land amid the transition from cash
crop agriculture to oil extraction. The third section finds in agrarian labor
contracts evidence of the de facto private property rights that cultivators had held
in commercial date gardens, gardens that the Iraqi state granted to the IPC on the
pretext that they were merely “state land.” It reads the cultivator opposition
mentioned in Iraqi Interior Ministry reports as a sign of more expansive forms of
political protest targeting the Iraqi state that hydrocarbon extraction sometimes
unleashed within and beyond the countryside. A brief conclusion reflects on the
article’s findings in reference to prevailing narratives about the relationship between
oil rents and state power.

Landholding between Concession and Law

The landlord-tenant relationship between the Iraqi state and the IPC in Basra derived
from the concession agreement for the province.?’ The Basra agreement was signed
on 29 July 1938 by representatives of the Iraqi Economics Ministry and an IPC
subsidiary in which one of the consortium partners—the Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company (AIOC), today British Petroleum—would direct field operations to meet
production targets. On paper, the Basra concession mirrored agreements that
governments in early twentieth-century Latin America and the Persian Gulf had
signed with the so-called “majors.” By jointly investing in nationally scaled firms like
the IPC, the multinational oil corporations were able to coordinate supply, pricing,

2See “Annexure II to Iraq Government Gazette no. 49 of 1938: Basrah Petroleum Company Limited
Convention Made with the Government of ‘Iraq,” (henceforth “BPC Convention”) enclosed in British
Library IOR/L/PS/12/255 File PZ 5191/38 Iraq Petroleum Co’s. oil agreement with Iraqi Govt, 14-25; Qanun
Tasdiq al-Itifaqiyya al-Ma‘'quda fi 1938/07/29 bayna al-Hukmua al-Iragiyya wa Sharikat Naft al-Basra
al-Mahduda (henceforth “al-Itifagiyya”), al-Waqa’i “ al- ‘Iraqiyya no. 1671 (30 Nov. 1938).
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and profit-sharing in novel ways. Whereas in older oil frontiers such as the
southwestern United States firms had to negotiate with individual landholders, in
the Gulf and Latin America they could negotiate with governments claiming state
sovereignty over all subsoil mineral wealth. It is common to interpret the relationship
between majors and petrostates under varying forms of imperial domination as one
in which the former were “replacing the government and establishing a ‘state within a
state,” given the sweeping powers over production and pricing majors acquired
through such concessions.?! Accounts of oil politics in Iraq have likewise portrayed
the IPC concessions as stripping the Iraqi state of its sovereignty while enriching
multinational fossil capital and Western imperial powers.?” Although such critiques
point toward the inequity of oil politics in Iraq, especially with regard to rent
distribution, they miss how other aspects of the IPC concessions inscribed the firm
firmly within the political geography of Iraq and the legal architecture of the
postcolonial state.?’

Article 23 of the Basra concession regulating IPC land acquisitions construed the
firm as merely a tenant of the Iraqi state. It also discursively collapsed the legal regime
and social relations that organized landholding in mid-century Basra. The English
version of the article recognized three classes of land that the IPC could lease. First, there
were “lands belonging to the Government which ... are unsuitable for cultivation”
which the IPC could lease for a nominal fee. Second, it referenced “cultivable land
belonging to the Government,” which the IPC could lease “at a fair rent on the basis of
the surface value of the lands.” The concession held that “if such lands are in the
occupation of some other person the Company shall in addition to the rent pay such
sums as may be reasonable to such person to compensate him for the termination of his
occupation of the land.” Finally, the article recognized “privately owned land and legal
rights in land,” which the IPC could purchase from landholders or request to be
expropriated by the Iraqi Interior Ministry on the grounds that they were “required
for a work of public utility.” The IPC was to bear any costs that expropriation incurred—
including, presumably, compensation to landholders—with the stipulation that “in
fixing the value of such lands no regard shall be had to the purpose for which they may
be used by the Company.”** In contrast to “Government land,” which entailed a rental
payment, the IPC would not pay any rent for access to the private property that the state
had expropriated and registered in its own name.®

Several features of Article 23 are worth highlighting. The first is the distinction it
made between surface and subterranean wealth, a bifurcation that was and remains
common in many extractive concessions.>® This provision benefited the IPC, because

*'Garavini, Rise and Fall of OPEC, 31. For a revisionist interpretation of concessionary instruments as
strategic deployments of state sovereignty that inspires my arguments here, see Arang Kehavarzian,
“Geopolitics and the Genealogy of Free Trade Zones in the Persian Gulf,” Geopolitics 15, 2 (2010): 263-89.

*Mitchell, Carbon Democracy, ch. 4.

*Traq obtained formal political independence in 1932, following the expiration of Britain’s post-World
War I “mandate.” On the ensuing Iraqi debates as to whether such independence reflected meaningful
autonomy in a structurally unequal world system, see Sara Pursley, Familiar Futures: Time, Selfhood, and
Sovereignty in Iraq (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2019).

24“BPC Convention,” 20v.

*Ibid., 201.

*Martin Arboleda, Planetary Mine: Territories of Extraction under Late Capitalism (London: Verso,
2020), 167.
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it prohibited Iraqi officials from renting state land to the firm based on the value of
subsoil hydrocarbons. This reinforced a problem whereby the Iraqgi central state
could only capture hydrocarbon wealth indirectly, through royalties on future IPC
exports, rather than by directly setting prices on the world market (or, in this case, by
appraising land of interest to the IPC holistically in reference to its subsoil mineral
wealth). Second, the article skirted around how the value of expropriated private
property was to be “fixed.” It merely alluded to other Iraqi laws in place governing
expropriation and stipulated that hydrocarbon extraction could not figure in the
compensation process. We will see below how de jure landholders in Basra would
eventually exploit the ambiguities in those laws to contest property valuations and
extract greater wealth from the Iraqi state rather than the IPC. Finally, the article
stipulated that the IPC relinquish land that it had not used productively within a
reasonable time frame. This condition of productive use was a notable if implicit
reference to prevailing agrarian land regimes in Iraq, where holders of state land were
theoretically obliged to maintain cultivation or risk confiscation.?”

In general, however, the concession positioned the IPC as a tenant in a way that
collapsed the legal and social claims that structured agrarian property relations in
mid-century Basra. It effectively revived an older tradition of statecraft in Iraq that
stretched back to the period of Ottoman imperial rule and revolved around the state’s
prerogative to command labor and land in the name of “productivity.” Land deemed
agriculturally unproductive reverted to the state, which would then strategically
redistribute the use rights or put up them up for auction.?

The most significant elision of Article 23 lay in its reference to “land belonging to
the Government.” As I have mentioned, in Iraq at this time almost all land was miri;
that is, land over which the state claimed ultimate ownership.?? Previous studies of oil
in Iraq have suggested that IPC concessions referred specifically to miri sirfland, or
“pure” state land that was under the immediate disposal of the Iraqi Finance Ministry
(and distinct from other classes of state land that I enumerate below).*° Miri sirfland
technically encompassed all lands that the previous holders had either not registered
or endowed, or had kept fallow for an extended period.>! In practice, however, the
Finance Ministry did not manage miri sirfland but rather distributed it through tax-
farm contracts and direct-lease contracts that were often “virtually permanent and
heritable.”*? Individuals who held such contracts had to contend with a range of
customary rights to use and cultivation belonging to both pastoral and sedentary

%7 Article 6 of Qanun Taswiyat Huqugq al-Aradi Raqm (29) li-Sanat 1938 (henceforth “Qanun Taswiya”),
al-Waqa’i* al- Tragiyya no. 1625 (11 Apr. 1938), https://iragld.e-sjc-services.iq/LoadLawBook.aspx?SC=
290920054057209, 1.

*¥Huri fslamoglu, “Property as a Contested Domain: A Reevaluation of the Ottoman Land Code of 1858,”
in Huri islamoglu, ed., Ottoman History as World History (Istanbul: Isis Press, 2010), 201.

*In Iraq, the roots of state land ownership stretched back to at least the early Ottoman period: lands whose
owners had fled the Ottoman conquest were “considered part of the state treasury,” while Islamic legal theory
enshrined the Ottoman sultan as a pastoral guardian obliged to exercise the state’s right to regulate
agriculture; see Dina Rizk-Khoury, State and Provincial Society in the Ottoman Empire: Mosul, 1540—1834
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 80n17, 86.

*%Bet-Shlimon, City of Black Gold, 94.

3! Articles 5-10 in “Qanun Taswiya,” 1-2.

*’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: Princeton
University Press, 1978), 53, 109.
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communities often organized along tribal lines.>* Thus, even at this basic level, this
undifferentiated concept of “government land” shredded the lattice of overlapping
proprietary and usufruct claims that still prevailed on “pure” state land.

The elision of the complexities of “pure” state land had implications for Basra. As
the third section of the article elaborates, much miri sirfland lay in agricultural estates
where tenants had leveraged the labor demands of date cultivation to become
independent landholders and even “landowners” in the eyes of contemporary
observers.>* These date cultivators were among those people whose “occupation”
would need to be terminated at the request of the IPC if it wanted their land. Article
23, notably, did not specify whether the IPC had to pay out the value of the lease or
simply bear the costs of damages and resettlement of the contract holder. The
concession thus recast the expropriation and eviction of miri sirf landholders as
merely the re-leasing of state land to another tenant. Here the terminological
difference between the English and Arabic versions of the agreement is
illuminating: the latter rendered the “occupation” of state land as hiyaza, a term
that in practice meant “possession” and, in the agrarian social formation of Iraq,
implied ownership that the English version of the concession agreement did not
capture.®®

Other implications of the IPC’s elision of the “state land” category are evident if we
consider how the Arabic version of the concession formulated the term. Contrary to
what may have been the case in other IPC concessions, in Basra the agreement did not
refer specifically to miri sirf or “pure” state land as distinct from other classes of state
land.*® In fact, nowhere did the Arabic version of the concession agreement use the
term miri sirf; it just distinguished between, on the one hand, a generic category of
“state land” that the state could re-lease to the IPC and, on the other, “non-state land”
that the state could expropriate on behalf of the company.’” It thus erased entire
classes of state land other than “pure” miri sirf land. The latter included miri tapu
land, which was property that the Finance Ministry had alienated to landholders on
the condition of productive use and payment of a registration fee. Although the Iraqi
state retained the right to confiscate such land, miri tapu actually “did not differ
significantly from private property, the more inasmuch as the government never
exercised its theoretical right of escheat.’® As such, despite the English version of
Article 23 recognizing “rights in land” alongside de jure private property, those who
had gained formal title to state land would not be eligible to negotiate a sale to the IPC
under the Arabic version. The concession had recast their title as just another, newly
precarious lease or an even more vague and tenuous “occupancy.” This asserted the
Iraqi state’s prerogative as sovereign landlord that had little resonance in mid-

**Samira Haj, The Making of Iraq, 1900—1963: Capital, Power, and Ideology (Albany: SUNY Press, 1997),
18-20.

**Or mallaks; see ' Abd al-Wahhab al-Dabbagh, al-Nakhil wa Intaj al- Tumur wa Sina ‘atiha wa Tijaratiha
(Baghdad: Dar al-Shafiq, 1969), 146.

*For one leading scholar of Iraqi land tenure, “hiyaza generally does not differ [from private property] as
the person who is in effective control of agricultural land acts as a landowner. However, this ownership is not
total and instead refers to the cultivation and wealth of the land rather than its ultimate ownership”
(al-Gharib, al-Sulta wa-I-Mujtama ', 7).

*$On other IPC concessions, see Bet-Shlimon, City of Black Gold, 94.

* Al-aradi al-amiriyya versus al-aradi ghayr al-amiriyya; see “al-Ttifagiyya,” 1.

**Batatu, Old Social Classes, 55.
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twentieth-century Basra. It instead recalled much older forms of agrarian statecraft
that had managed land use through the practice of conditional entitlements.

A system of state land management based on conditional entitlements originated
in the political and fiscal strategies of the early modern Ottoman Empire. To better
extract rural surpluses, incorporate provincial interest groups, and maintain
provisions necessary for social peace, Ottoman imperial authorities had
conditionally granted rights to collect agricultural revenue and use land. This
practice reflected an early modern distinction between land and property, with the
latter functioning as claims on shares of concrete agricultural wealth (e.g., crops like
rice and dates, in the case of Basra province). Nevertheless, the centrality of state land
ownership neither halted agrarian classes in Iraq from articulating proprietary rights
in land nor hindered the emergence of the kinds of market dependence that are
characteristic of agrarian capitalism. In fact, as early as the eighteenth century,
provincial landed elites in parts of Iraq had transformed Ottoman imperial
entitlements to public revenue into de facto proprietary rights to private rents.*”
Rights to use and revenue further transformed into rights over land amid the passage
of nineteenth-century Ottoman reform laws, which sought to maximize agricultural
revenues by allowing for the alienation of state land through the transfer of title, albeit
still on the condition of “productive use” (i.e., cultivation).*°

The nineteenth-century land reforms theoretically left ultimate ownership of most
land in the hands of the Ottoman state. On the ground in Basra and other Ottoman
provinces, however, landholders continued to leverage access to miri land to anchor
investments in commercial date agriculture and rural credit markets.*! After the end
of Ottoman rule in World War I, the British colonial state drew on the support of
urban notables, merchant investors, and tribal elites to reconstitute Ottoman
categories of land ownership and ease conditions on productive use.*? So, while
the early modern boundary between land and property had practically dissolved in
Basra by the time the IPC arrived in the 1940s, the legal pretense of ultimate and
universal state ownership still technically reigned. In Basra, the only class of land
which decisively fell outside the state’s remit was mulk, which the historiography of
Iraq routinely glosses as de jure “private property” historically free from the risk of
escheat.*? The Arabic version of the Basra concession agreement included mulk in its
sweeping reference to “non-state land,” while the English version more clearly named
this category by referring to “privately owned land.” To enable the expropriation of
mulk land, the concession agreement for Basra again positioned the IPC as a mere
tenant of the Iraqi state but now buttressed with reference to the notion of “public
utility.”

As noted above, Article 23 required the IPC to attempt to negotiate with mulk
landholders to purchase their property. If the landholders agreed to sell to the

*Rizk-Khoury, State and Provincial Society, 98.

“fslamoglu, “Property as a Contested Domain,” 195-203; Marion Farouk-Sluglett and Peter Sluglett, “The
Transformation of Land Tenure and Rural Social Structure in Central and Southern Iraq, c. 1870-1958,”
International Journal of Middle East Studies 15, 4 (1983), 491-505, 494.

*ISee al-Gharib, al-Sulta wa-I-Mujtama , ch. 4; Cole, “Empire on Edge,” ch. 2.

“Miri tapu holders, for example, could leave land fallow for fifteen years and still bequeath, sell, or
mortgage their title (Farouk-Sluglett and Sluglett, “Transformation of Land Tenure,” 497-98).

“Batatu, Old Social Classes, 53. Until the mid-nineteenth century, mulk did not refer to land as such but
rather to heritable shares of revenue free from specific taxes (Rizk-Khoury, State and Provincial Society, 81).
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company, then the land would either be re-registered in the name of either the IPC or
the Iraqi Finance Ministry (if state officials took interest in the land). If mulk holders
refused to sell their properties to the IPC, then the Interior Ministry would
expropriate their land, register it in the name of the Finance Ministry, and place it
at the disposal of the IPC. The article said nothing about the fate of the tenant-
cultivators, who typically worked mulk date land, in the event that landholders sold
their properties to the IPC or the state ordered their expropriation. Although the IPC
was obliged to compensate mulk holders for the surface value of land that it seized, the
relevant provisions of the article construed the relationship between state and firm in
striking terms. The state appeared as a straightforward servant of the firm. “In
expropriation proceedings,” Article 23 concluded, “the Government will so far as
the law permits act in accordance with the requirements of the Company as if the
Government were the agent of the Company.”** Nevertheless, in another indication
of how the IPC concession agreement did not operate outside the political geography
of the Iraqi state, the same provision implicitly invoked the state’s wider legal
architecture. When the article justified the expropriation of mulk properties on the
basis that they would be “required for a work of public utility,” it copied almost
verbatim the language of existing Iraqi laws governing the expropriation of such
properties “if they have been allocated for the public interest.”*> In this context, it is
worth recalling Grietje Baars’s insight into the history of “public utility” as a concept
that was central to the first “corporations”; that is, the incorporated bodies such as
municipalities that early modern sovereigns approved the formation of because of
their “public utility.”*® Hence, parallel to how the IPC revived the early modern
practice of conditional grants of state land, in the Basra concession the reference to
“public utility” simultaneously served corporate objectives and reified the authority
of the Iraqi state.

The foregoing comparison of landholding as it featured in the IPC concession
versus Iraqi law has remained at the level of textual analysis but already points toward
an alternative reading of the IPC concession. While the Basra concession dismayed
Iraqi resource nationalists because it favored the IPC consortium partners and their
backers in Western governments, the agreement nevertheless significantly expanded
the role of the Iraqi state in land use management along the oil frontier. It remade the
Iraqi state into a sovereign landlord essentially by fiat. In a manner reminiscent of
how coal companies in nineteenth-century India purchased zamindari land rights
that were ostensibly “customary” but in fact were quite novel, we may see the IPC as
having re-animated older forms of statecraft through which land had been disposed
of in Iraq.*’” In doing so, the concession also displaced onto different branches of the
Iraqi state apparatus the responsibility for carrying out the dispossession necessary.

My interpretation of how the IPC concession related to Iraqi legal regimes on the
question of land echoes recent critiques of the “enclave” as a metonym for extraction.
As Hannah Appel has argued, although energy firms seek to maximize hydrocarbon
extraction and minimize local investment, they are constantly forced to maintain

*4“BPC Convention,” 21r.

*>Compare ibid., 20v, and “Qanun Taswiya,” 1; the same term, al-manfa‘a al- ‘amma, appears in the
Arabic versions of both texts.

“SGrietje Baars, The Corporation, Law and Capitalism: A Radical Perspective on the Role of Law in the
Global Political Economy (Leiden: Brill, 2019), 44—49.

“’Shutzer, “Subterranean Properties,” 418.
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physical and institutional connections with the political economies and ecologies
outside the enclaves of company compounds.*® Historians of the Middle East have
yielded similar insights into the dynamics of company towns of firms like Saudi
Aramco.*” The rest of the article explores such imbrication of the extractive
enterprises and the societies and environments in which they are operating as
manifest in struggles over property in Basra, where landholders and cultivators on
the oil frontier engaged with different parts of a re-vivified Iraqi landlord state.

Value and Price

The IPC did not meaningfully activate the Basra concession and explore land
acquisitions in the province until the late 1940s, after wartime logistical disruptions
had subsided. By then, the oil fields of Basra had become newly important to the IPC,
which had earlier delayed development there as part of the consortium’s broader effort
to engineer global oil scarcity. Demand for Middle Eastern oil was rising dramatically at
this time, even as threats to regional supplies appeared to multiply. At the very moment
when the US-led reconstruction of postwar Europe required cheap energy, global oil
prices were spiking as eastern Mediterranean pipelines shut down amid the 1948
Palestine War and Britain led an embargo of Iranian oil following the Mossadegh
government’s nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in 1951. Hence, by the
late 1940s and early 1950s, IPC officials in Basra accelerated their efforts to acquire land
on which to extract and circulate hydrocarbons and reproduce its growing workforce.*°

IPC infrastructures in Basra province were varied and extensive (see figure 1).
They included oil rigs, flow lines, and access roads in the arid landscapes of Zubayr
subdistrict west of Basra City, pipelines running several hundred kilometers
southeast from Zubayr through the lush date gardens of Abu al-Khasib district,
and a riverside export terminal and housing estate in the Faw subdistrict near the
Gulf’s northern shore. Between 1948 and 1954, IPC sought to access almost 40,000
acres of land for its operations, assembling a portfolio of leases and properties that
was among the largest in Basra.>! Most of this land centered on Zubayr, which did not
host date agriculture, so acquisitions were of less concern for the IPC and Iraqi state
officials than those farther south. As noted, the IPC had crafted the Basra concession
in ways that limited the value of agricultural land and the cost of compensation for
any expropriations of de jure private properties. The response of landholders on de
jure private property (mulk date land) compelled the IPC to summon several distinct
Iraqi state institutions to circumvent their initial opposition. The subsequent legal
disputes unsettled what Iraqi state officials claimed was a transparent link between
the value of land and its price.

According to the 1938 agreement, the IPC had to first try to purchase mulk
property from landholders before requesting its expropriation. Internal company
correspondence betrays the anxiety which with IPC officials viewed the prospect of
negotiations with landholders, and the political headaches that expropriation

“*Hannah Appel, “Walls and White Elephants: Oil Extraction, Responsibility, and Infrastructural
Violence in Equatorial Guinea,” Ethnography 13, 4 (2012): 439-65.

YVitalis, America’s Kingdom; Jones, Desert Kingdom.

**Wolfe-Hunnicutt, Paranoid Style, 21; Garavini, Rise and Fall of OPEC, 62-87.

S1“BPC  Annual Report for 1952,” British Petroleum Archives (henceforce BPA) 163933: Basrah
Petroleum Company: Annual Reports (14 Apr. 1949-5 Apr. 1956), 24.
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Figure 1. Distribution of IPC fields, pipelines, and export terminal, ca. 1955. Source: British Petroleum
Archives 119011. © BP plc

proceedings could yield. They recalled the carrying trade that emerged a decade prior
in the oil-producing regions of northern Iraq, where merchant speculators raced to
purchase deeds for mulk land and resell them to the firm at a much higher price. Some
landholders in the north refused to sell to both speculators and the IPC, which then
found itself embroiled in expropriation proceedings that were both “painfully slow”
and deeply unpopular amonglocal communities.>? Speculative land purchases do not
appear to have preceded the IPC’s arrival in Basra. However, in seeking to acquire
over a dozen mulk plots, the IPC confronted landholders refusing to sell amid the
prevailing conditions of the agrarian political economy. Given that agricultural land
values were still booming in Basra, with date prices having tripled amid global
wartime food demands, some landholders may not have wished to sell to either
speculative land investors or the IPC.>® The IPC duly requested that the Interior
Ministry seize the mulk properties by force.

Opposition to the IPC from mulk holders may have also reflected a calculation that
they could get more from the state in compensation fees than by selling to the
company. One expropriation case from 1953, concerning land that belonged to the
Sabah household of Kuwait that the IPC sought to acquire for a pipeline expansion
project, illustrates this. As the plot in question lay fallow at the time, IPC officials
likely anticipated relatively low compensation costs.”* Under Iraqi law governing

2“Lands Department, Iraqg—Annual Report for the Year 1940,” BPA 162425 Land, Annual Reports: Fields,
n.p.

**Kathleen Langley, The Industrialization of Iraq (Cambridge: Center for Middle Eastern Studies of
Harvard University, 1961), 202.

**Khalaf bin ‘Ushr al-Mawwali to Administrative Inspector, Basra (18 Feb. 1957), Iraqi National Library
and Archives (henceforth INLA) 32050/7448, Istimlakat Abu al-Khasib 1957-58, 86. IPC officials elsewhere

acknowledged that it was preferable to site pipelines beyond the areas of date cultivation, where possible, since
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immovable asset expropriation, provincial and municipal councils were to appoint
four Lands Directorate experts plus one representative from each party to appraise
the property in question by “tak[ing] into consideration recent sale prices for the
same property or those of comparable properties nearby.”*> This formulation
equated the “value” of the land (gima) with its market “price” (thaman). In July
1953, the committee for the Sabah property appraised the plot modestly, valuing it at
just 15 Iraqi Dinars (ID) per dunam (about US$496 per acre in today’s money).>° The
Sabah quickly challenged the appraisal and sought to move the dispute onto the more
favorable terrain of the local courts. Within several months, Sabah representatives
had petitioned the local Court of First Instance on the grounds that the compensation
sum was far smaller than that for a recently-appraised adjacent plot.>” The court duly
ordered the municipality to form a second appraisal committee consisting of just two
municipal council members alongside representatives of the two parties to the
dispute, the Sabah household and the Iraqi Finance Ministry. The IPC withdrew as
a party because the family was technically appealing the state’s valuation rather than
any direct action by the oil company itself. After several years of legal proceedings, the
second committee ultimately revised the valuation of the land to ID 50 per dunam,
over the objections of the Finance Ministry representative.”® The Sabah household
had thereby tripled the original sum and obtained a price comparable to actively-
cultivated agricultural properties of the same size, even though the plot in question
lay fallow during the appraisal.®® At a time when the IPC was effectively expropriating
and de-capitalizing commercial date properties in Basra to allow for the production
of a new global commodity, the Sabah landholders were able to temporarily
re-valorize this particular piece of fallow land as if it were a commercial date garden.

Two elements of the reappraisal are significant for my purposes. First, the IPC
receded from view as an actor, as landholders began to confront the Iraqi state as the
entity directly responsible for property expropriation and even compensation.
Although this appears to have contradicted the terms of the IPC concession for
Basra, it reflected the fact that de jure landholders like the Sabah were formally
contesting the state’s assessment rather than that of the firm. Second, the scope for
“expertise” in the valuation process narrowed markedly, as municipal council
members who generally belonged to a small group of provincial notables replaced
Lands Directorate surveyors and tax assessors. It was likely the longstanding
influence of the Sabah over these municipal council members that enabled them to
inflate the appraisal. To an extent, their moves echoed how absentee landholders in
other hydrocarbon frontiers like the Bolivian highlands provided access to oil and gas

the difference in price was significant. See IPC Manager, London, to IPC Lands Officer, Kirkuk (17 Nov.
1949), BPA 163795: Pipeline Terminal and Loading Facilities—BPC Part 1, n.p.

>See Articles 6-7 of Qanun Istimlak al-Amwal ghayr al-Manqula (34) li-Sanat 1934 (henceforth “Qanun
Istimlak™), al-Wagqa’i * al- ‘Traqiyya no. 1308 (17 May 1934).

> Administrative Inspector, Basra, to Interior Ministry, Baghdad (17 Feb. 1957), INLA 32050/7448, 16. A
dunam is equal to 2,500 square meters or 0.617 acres. All historical currency conversions here use the Bank of
England’s Inflation Calculator (https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/monetary-policy/inflation/inflation-
calculator).

>’ Administrative Inspector, Basra, to Interior Ministry, Baghdad (17 Feb. 1957), INLA 32050/7448, 17.

> Administrative Inspector, Basra, to Interior Ministry, Baghdad (17 Feb. 1957), INLA 32050/7448, 18.

*Inspector’s Report on The Eastern Bank Limited Basrah Branch (15 Apr. 1954), London Metropolitan
Archives CLC/B/207/MS39106/037, Inspectors’ reports on branches: Basra 1954, 6-7.
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firms to solidify otherwise dubious property claims.®” In the case of Basra, however,
large landholders like the Sabah or Sakr leveraged hydrocarbon extraction for
immediate financial benefit rather than for long-term security of property rights.

It is worth noting that, although inflated revaluations occurred for other mulk
properties that the IPC acquired for the pipeline corridor, some landholders did not
appear to have the same local clout or apparent interest in such legal challenges.
Members of the Sakr household, for example, did not protest the initial valuation for
any of the three mulk plots that they lost to the IPC in July 1954. The reasons for this
are not clear from the documentary evidence, although it is possible that they lacked
the same influence necessary to pressure local courts to order a reappraisal and curry
favor with the urban notables who sat on the secondary committees. The effort
necessary to contest appraisals may also have dissuaded larger de jure landholders in
Basra from pursuing legal challenges, especially as material incentives to remain
active in date agriculture began to diminish. Indeed, many larger landholders had
already begun to move out of the stagnating date economy and into more profitable
sectors of urban contracting during the 1950s oil boom.°! In response to central state
coercion, however, some de jure landholders were evidently willing and able to
exploit the local state apparatus to defend a greater share of their wealth at the
moment of dispossession.

The blatantly political nature of valuation, in which local networks of influence
appeared decisive, disturbed Iraqi officials at higher echelons of the state apparatus.
Several years after the IPC expropriations concluded, the Cabinet of Ministers in
Baghdad called for an official inquiry to determine whether graft had marred
valuation processes in Basra. They demanded that local Interior Ministry officials
who had overseen expropriation proceedings account for “the enormous sums that
have been paid out for expropriations in Abu al-Khasib district, and which have come at
the expense of the Treasury and created opportunities for fraud.”®> The subsequent
inquest involved interviewing dozens of members of the appraisal committees, and
soliciting pledges that they had valued the lands in question fairly and had not inflated
their price in exchange for a share of the compensation fees. None openly admitted to
participating in graft.®® The pledges were extremely rote (see figure 2), and seemingly
meant to conjure a veneer of legality and systematicity rather than empirically document
the appraisal processes. Nevertheless, as I have suggested, the case for inflated valuations
is extremely plausible. The landed notable and merchant households who typically
staffed the appraisal committees—on the basis of their grip over the local political and
administrative offices that nominated these committees—had long maintained close
commercial and social ties with one another.®* They had previously collaborated with
each other to defend their wealth from new property and tax regimes, and formed
coalitions to secure central state protection for their investments in date land.®> The
particular way that hydrocarbon extraction unfolded in Basra, where provincial and
municipal state institutions played significant roles in land acquisition, created
opportunities for similar kinds of collusion among local elites.

 Anthias, Limits to Decolonization, 185-88.

*'Young, “State, Land, and Labor,” ch. 5.

“Interior Ministry, Baghdad, to Administrative Inspector, Basra (16 Feb. 1957), INLA 32050/7448, 2.
“*Pledges can be found in INLA 32050/7448, 43-101.

*Reidar Visser, Basra, The Failed Gulf State (London: Lit Verlag, 2005); Cole, “Empire on Edge.”
®*Young, “State, Land, and Labor,” chs. 1 and 2.
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Figure 2. A Sabah representative’s pledge regarding IPC expropriation proceedings, ca. 1957. Source: Iraqi
National Library and Archives 32050/7448.

This article is less concerned with adjudicating claims of “corruption” in the
IPC expropriation proceedings than with highlighting the epistemological and
political questions that they raise. In line with Iraqgi laws governing expropriation,
which formally distinguished but practically equated the “value” (gima) of the
land and its market “price” (thaman), Interior Ministry officials had sought to
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determine “whether the compensation fees had been estimated in relation to the
prices that were prevailing generally or to those of comparable properties in Abu
al-Khasib.”® Implicit in the ministry’s attempt was the economistic assumption that
sale prices for date properties elsewhere in Basra accurately reflected the objective
value of such lands (presumably understood in terms of “natural” or ecological
attributes like soil fertility and water availability). For Iraqi state officials, oil
development in Basra had evidently distorted the value of landed wealth—but not
because of the possible presence of subsoil minerals, which the IPC concession had
formally separated from “surface wealth.” The effect of hydrocarbon extraction was
rather more indirect in their eyes. The IPC expropriation proceedings had ostensibly
allowed landholders to artificially raise the natural price of land at the expense of the
state, politicizing otherwise natural market transactions. What the perspective of the
state obscured was that all land prices in Basra were politically constituted, insofar as
they reflected the power of landlords to realize monopoly rents. By extracting the
highest rents possible from tenants or withholding land that is scarce until such rents
can be met, landlords also determine land prices generally.®” IPC expropriations in
Basra therefore did not distort the “real value” of land, so much as they enabled de jure
landholders to establish a different political basis for wealth extraction. De jure
landholders deftly switched from using their monopoly power to using their
influence over local administrative institutions and redeploying “expertise” to
obtain higher prices for land in the pipeline corridor.

The tactics of the IPC shifted as the firm moved from the pipeline corridor, where it
sought relatively small amounts of de jure private property, to the site of its export
terminal at Faw near the northern shores of the Gulf. Whereas the IPC had successfully
divested itself of responsibility as land grabs in the pipeline corridor became channeled
into legalistic pathways, the firm adopted more bureaucratic forms of cover from
potential opposition or criticism in struggles over land at the terminal site. At Faw, the
IPC would eventually build a complex of depot tanks, electrical sub-stations, and
riverside jetties stretching across about 500 dunams, or 309 acres (see figure 3). All of
this land was mulk property held by the Sabah household and much of it, like many
plots expropriated for the pipelines, had hosted commercial date cultivation.®® Aware
of the enormous financial and political costs of expropriating such a large area and
evicting tenant-cultivators to whom the Sabah household had already leased this land,
IPC officials were keen to avoid direct involvement in expropriation proceedings. They
instead proposed that the Basra Port Directorate (BPD) exercise its powers of eminent
domain, expropriating the land in question and then renting it to the IPC. This
situation differed from the pipeline corridor, where the Iraqi Finance Ministry had
expropriated de jure private property and then simply left it at the disposal of the IPC.
At the export terminal, the IPC would be a formal tenant of the BPD, which was
officially owned by the Economics Ministry but operated effectively an independent
commercial enterprise with its own geographic jurisdiction, financial interests, and

Interior Ministry, Baghdad, to Provincial Governor, Basra (15 Feb. 1957), INLA 32050/7448, 1. For the
expropriation law, see al-Waqa’i * al- ‘Iragiyya no. 1308 (17 May 1934).

’F.T.C. Manning, “A Defence of the Concept of the Landowning Class as the Third Class: Towards a
Logic of Landownership,” Historical Materialism 30, 3 (2022): 79-115, https://doi.org/10.1163/1569206x-
20221938.

%8«Overview of Fao Terminal Site” (2 Jan. 1961), BPA 162149, Lands: Basrah, Amareh and Fao, Part
1 (17 Nov. 1949-10 Mar. 1975), 11.
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Figure 3. The IPC export terminal at Faw, sited in land formerly devoted to date cultivation, ca. 1956.
Source: British Petroleum Archives 223591. © BP plc

portfolio of landholdings.®® For its part, the BPD may have been willing to bear the
costs of expropriation in the hope that IPC would build its terminal within an area
subject to BPD dues rather than at a deep-water port outside its jurisdiction. In any
case, the financial savings to the IPC were significant: the BPD had agreed to lease the
Faw property to the IPC at just 5 percent annually of the sum that it was forced to pay
out in compensation (ID 32,000, or about US$1.6 million in today’s money). The
company obtained explicit agreement to raze date palm trees and build structures
without any obligation to pay compensation for these damages.”®

In addition to financial savings, IPC also achieved political gains in the Faw project
by going through a state-owned enterprise rather than requesting expropriations
from the state directly. From the outset IPC officials had regarded the proposal to
lease the Faw lands from the BPD as favorable because it would avoid “much bad
feeling, on the part of land-owners and cultivators, towards the [company].””!
Shielded by a state-owned enterprise in the BPD, the IPC circumvented a long and
acrimonious dispute with landholders who were sure to challenge the expropriation
in court and mount public criticisms of the company (as they had with regard to plots
expropriated for the pipelines). The IPC thus anticipated strategies of present-day oil
and gas firms, which generally try to insulate themselves institutionally and
materially from both risk and regulation. As Hannah Appel has found in her
ethnography of the oil and gas industry in contemporary Equatorial New Guinea,
the splintered corporate forms and remote physical infrastructures that characterize
this industry today partly reflect the interest of firms in “attenuat[ing] or spreading of

*Gabriel Young, “Infrastructures of Empire and Sovereignty: The Port of Basra in Interwar Iraq,” Journal
of Arabian Studies 9, 2 (2019): 12344, https://doi.org/10.1080/21534764.2019.1750545.

°BPC Fields Manager, Basra, to Director-General of Ports and Navigation, Basra (11 June 1951), BPA
161893 Lands: Basrah, Amarah and Fao, part 1a, 46.

7'IPC Lands Officer, Kirkuk, to IPC Manager, London (11 Mar. 1950), BPA 161893, 8.
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liability for everything from offshore platform pollution to labor contestation.””? The
IPC achieved a similar “distancing” effect in Basra by, paradoxically, entering into
ever closer relationships with institutions variously connected to the Iraqi state.

The foregoing analysis suggests how, in areas of de jure private property, conflicts
between the IPC and landholders pushed these actors to mobilize different parts of
the state apparatus. Whereas the IPC could compel central state institutions like the
Finance Ministry and state-owned enterprises like the BPD to acquire property by
force, landholders leveraged their connections with local state institutions like the
municipal council in which fellow provincial notables held sway. When the IPC
began to expand the scope of the Iraqi central state—by reanimating its latent powers
as a sovereign landlord—it also created opportunities for other political actors to
make their own demands upon other parts of this institutional apparatus. The same
dynamic is evident in the next section, which examines interactions between the IPC
and cultivators in areas of the pipeline corridor further north in Abu al-Khasib
district, where a distinctive form of land tenure prevailed, endowing Iraqi state
officials with different powers.

States of Expectation

In contrast to the legalistic and bureaucratic pathways that extractive land struggles
followed in zones of de jure private property, land grabs in areas of de facto private
property provoked more direct forms of mass political protest—while displacing
many of these conflicts outside the countryside itself. Between 1950 and 1953, while
laying multiple pipelines from the Zubayr oil fields to the Faw export terminal, the
IPC obtained 3,155 dunams, or 1,947 acres of what it construed as “government-
owned land.””® Although some parts of the pipeline corridor passed through
marginal land, much of it ran directly parallel to the Shatt al-‘Arab river and
hence through territory where cultivators were actively engaged in commercial
date agriculture.”* This form of land use had produced a kind of tenure that
granted effective ownership to these cultivators, who were nominally tenants on
state land.

For atleast a century, landholders in Basra province had organized date cultivation
through a special, proprietary type of sharecropping agreement. The fundamental
goal of this system, which was known as fa ‘ba, was to entice cultivators to remain on
the land as tenants and commit to the long-term labor needs of date agriculture, in
which trees usually took at least five years to bear a commercially viable date crop.
The contracts that landholders signed with tenant-cultivators (known as ta ‘abs)
guaranteed two things: first, a share in the annual date crop; and second, upon
completion of the contract, either a monetary payment equivalent to a value of the
portion of the plot or a portion of the date palm trees themselves.”> This system was
one reason for the remarkably small size of agricultural holdings in mid-twentieth-
century Basra—about 25 dunams, or 15 acres on average, whereas in other provinces

72Appel, Licit Life of Capitalism, 49.

73IPC Lands Officer, Kirkuk, to IPC Manager, London (29 Nov. 1950), BPA 162149, 17A.

74“BPC Annual Report for 1950” (15 June 1951), BPA 163933, 22; “BPC Annual Report for 1952” (12 June
1953), BPA 163933, 32.

7>Sulayman Faydi, Usul al-Ta ‘bat wa-Ahkamuha (Basra: Matb at al-Taymz, 1946), 13-14.
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absentee urban investors and rural tribal shaykhs had consolidated estates on the
scale of 4,000 acres or more.”®

While much of the date land in Basra lay in the lands of private landholders as de
jure private property, almost 10 percent of all agricultural land in the province fell
into a special class of state land that I refer to here as crown property.”” The origins of
crown properties stretched back to the early twentieth century, when the Ottoman
Imperial Treasury assumed control of date gardens that Sultan Abdul Hamid II had
previously purchased as a personal commercial investment. The imperial state had
empowered a provincial administrative council in Basra to grant or auction off short-
term tax-farm contracts for the crown properties to local notables, who then signed
hundreds of sharecropping contracts with cultivators on both an individual and joint
basis.”® Here I refer to these tenant-cultivators as crown ta ‘abs. Effective control of
the gardens fell into the hands of the crown ta ‘abs themselves during the British
occupation of Basra in World War I, after which the emergent colonial state tried to
collect revenue from these cultivators directly. In theory tax officials were to visit
these estates at the start and end of each summer date harvest to assess the 50 percent
share that the state would take from the annual crop as payment of rent (on top of
whatever tithe was appropriate to the given grade of land).”® In the period under
study here, then, the crown properties through which the IPC sought to lay its
pipelines were legally the property of the Iraqi Finance Ministry in Baghdad; and, in
theory, the fa ‘abs on the ground in Basra were merely tenants.

In fact, by the time the IPC began to identify this land as desirable for oil pipelines,
the crown ta ‘abs had come to wield de facto proprietary rights in land. The most
visible evidence of their growing autonomy was that the crown ta ‘abs had begun to
successfully evade rental payments to tax assessors as early as the mid-1930s and
continued to do so throughout the 1940s.2° On a more fundamental level, however,
crown ta ‘abs operated the date gardens in a way that transformed them into agrarian
petty commodity producers rather than peasant subsistence producers or strictly
sharecroppers. For example, although crown ta ‘abs did distribute some of the date
crop among their households for personal consumption, they primarily sold this
product to local and foreign date trading companies. And while crown ta ‘abs did
compel members of their households to perform tasks such as tilling soil and pruning
date palm trees, they also regularly hired out the labor of landless peasants who were
socially and legally distinct (see figure 4).8! Few crown ta ‘abs were capable of
systematically expanding their productive assets and engaging in date trading
themselves, embodying the “contradictory combination of both capital and labor
in a single enterprise” that is characteristic of agrarian petty commodity producers.®?

7®Joseph Sassoon, Economic Policy in Iraq, 1932—1950 (London: F. Cass, 1987), 171.

77 Al-Gharib, al-Sulta wa-I-Mujtama ‘, 147.

78Hamid Hamdan, al-Basra fi ‘Ahd al-Ihtilal al-Baritani, 1914-1921 (Baghdad: Matba ‘at al-Irshad, 1979),
463; Cole, “Empire on Edge,” 139-41.

7 Albertine Jwaideh, “The Sanniya Lands of Sultan Abdul Hamid II in Iraq,” in George Makdisi, ed.,
Arabic and Islamic Studies in Honor of Hamilton A. R. Gibb (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965), 334.

80Chief Investigator, Basra, to General Prosecutor, Baghdad (3 Apr. 1934), Markaz Watha’iq al-Basra
(hereafter MWB), file 3, Mutasarrifiyyat Liwa’ al-Basra 1931-1934-1938, 55; Director of Prior Accounts
Auditing Agency, Baghdad, to Bureau of Public Accounts Auditing, Baghdad (8 Feb. 1945), INLA 3215/1265,
Hisabat al-Amlak al-Amiriyya 1944-1946, 4.

81al-Gharib, al-Sulta wa-I-Mujtama ', 194-202.

8 Barbara Harriss-White, “Petty Commodity Production,” Journal of Peasant Studies 50, 1 (2023):
295-314, 296, https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2022.2138354.
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Figure 4. Agricultural labor in the summer date harvest, ca. 1953. Source: British Petroleum Archives
223595. © BP plc

Perhaps the most significant indication of the existence of de facto property in date
land was that crown ta ‘abs had regularly bequeathed, sold, and mortgaged their labor
contracts both in whole and in part.®* The way that they formulated such transactions
balanced their ownership claims against those of the Iraqi state. For example, in one
sale agreement from 1946 that was typical of others I have seen, two crown ta ‘abs
selling a contract for an acre of date land referred to “the date plot which is under our
control and whose fa ‘abs is in our possession ... lying on state land.”®* The specific
Arabic formulation construed the contract as “belonging” at once to themselves and
to the date plot that they had cultivated on state land. What crown ta ‘abs theoretically
exchanged, therefore, was not the land itself but rather the right (and obligation) to
labor in cultivating date palm trees and to benefit from their wealth. That it was in
practice difficult if not impossible to separate the trees from the land in which they
grew reflected conceptions of agrarian revenue collection that, as I mentioned earlier,
were a legacy of the Ottoman period. Notwithstanding their inability to effectively
collect rent on the crown properties, local state officials in mid-twentieth-century
Basra appeared content to let ta ‘abs dispose of their properties as they wished—so
long as they maintained cultivation of what was still a key cash crop. Local officials
routinely approved the sale of the contracts if the buyers were “capable of undertaking
cultivation.”®

Hence, ta ‘ba on crown property functioned precisely as the kind of “rights in land”
that the English version of the IPC concession for Basra had explicitly recognized. By

#See ta ba sale agreements in MWB file 4187, Bay* Ta‘abat Amiriyya 1946; and INLA 32050/7615, Aradi
al-Basra Murasalat ‘Ama 1930, 37.

8 Ma huwa lina wa taht tasarrufina qita ‘at nakhil al- ‘@’ida ta ‘batuha lina ... min al-amlak al-amiriyya;
see ‘Abd al-Hamid al-Mashari and ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Khayyat, al-Muhayla, to Subdistrict Director, Siba
(15 Mar. 1946), MWB file 4187, no. 134.

85District Executive, Abu al-Khasib, to Lands Directorate, Basra (21 Dec. 1946), MWB File 4187, n.p.
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allowing for these rights be “expropriated” and not merely “terminated,” the
concession construed them as proprietary rather than usufructuary. The Arabic
version of the concession, meanwhile, erased the reality of ta‘ba completely
through the simplistic binary of “state land” and “non-state land.” In an ironic
reversal of the ta ‘abs deployment of the language of “belonging,” the IPC Lands
Department officials simply referred to the crown lands as “belonging to the
government.” Under the terms of the concession, therefore, the company could
request to lease this land from the state—which would have to simply terminate
any present “occupation” on the land. Ta ‘ba contracts had given weight and shape to
an everyday agrarian liberalism in the Basra countryside, even as collective ownership
was common and hence transcended the individualism associated with bourgeois
commercial culture.®® The conceit of the IPC concession was to overwrite this system
with another kind of contract that—quite apart from the formal equality and
substantive inequality of company and state—nevertheless expanded the power of
the Iraqi state as a sovereign landlord concerned to take active control of “state land.”

It is not surprising, therefore, that while the hundreds if not thousands of crown
ta ‘abs who lost land to the IPC described the process as an encroachment on their
rights, it was the Iraqi state which they beseeched as the entity directly responsible for
their dispossession.®” In December 1952, for instance, ‘Abd al-Hasan al-Ramthani
and fifteen other ta‘abs resident at a village in central Abu al-Khasib district
petitioned the district executive to protest the multiple eviction orders that had
been received on behalf of the IPC. Al-Ramthani and his companions reminded the
executive that the eviction orders had come on the eve of seasonal winter rains, which
threatened to induce yet another of the terrible floods that had struck Basra province
recently, drowning date palm trees and spreading infectious diseases. Hence they
pleaded with the executive, on behalf of more than a hundred families, “to show them
sympathy and compassion” by working to either halt the evictions altogether; or, at
least, delay the eviction until the spring, so that the ta ‘abs could remain in the brick
houses they had built to wait out the winter floods until alternative state land could be
found for them to rent.®® In another case from the next year, a crown ta ‘ab near the
village of Sihan protested to local officials that the IPC had “prevented him from
using the state lands that belonged to him.”? In keeping with a genre of petitions that
stretched back to the late Ottoman period and the moral economy of that social
formation, crown ta ‘abs were careful not to blame the state as such for the injustice
that they had suffered.”® They instead highlighted the duplicity of individual officials
while investing the state with the responsibility to intercede on their behalf.

80n contractual cultures, see Bishara, Sea of Debt.

87Extant sources do not document the exact scale of displacement that resulted from IPC operations. In
one village alone, though, over 650 people were evicted as the IPC “seized vast tracts of land outside the
boundaries that had been agreed upon with the government”; see Lubna Riyadh, “Abu al-Khasib, 1921-1958:
Dirasa Tarikhiyya fi al-Awda ‘al-Iqtisadiyya” (MA thesis, University of Basra, 2005), 35.

8 Abd al-Hasan al-Ramthani ef al., Siba, to District Director, Abu al-Khasib (12 Dec. 1952), MWB 4754,
Amlak 1952, 21, cited in Riyadh, “Abu al-Khasib,” 36.

8 Al-Aradi al-amiriyya al-tabi‘a lahu; see Provincial Governor, Basra, to Finance Ministry, Baghdad
(7 July 1954), MWB 4821, Amlak 1953, 4; cited in Riyadh, “Abu al-Khasib,” 37.

%°On the political genre of post-Ottoman petitions, see John Chalcraft, “Engaging the State: Peasants
and Petitions in Egypt on the Eve of Colonial Rule,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 37, 3
(2005): 303-25.
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The response of Iraqi state officials to the petitions of crown ta‘abs facing
dispossession was ambivalent. Local administrators were more responsive than
provincial and central state officials, but their influence and resources were
limited. For example, the Abu al-Khasib district executive Ibrahim al-Rifa‘i and
the provincial State Lands Directorate were eventually able to find state land on which
to resettle ‘Abd al-Hasan al-Ramthani and his companions, although it took them
three months to do so. By this time, the winter rains had already rolled over whatever
temporary housing they might have erected after their eviction from Siba. Moreover,
the new land was located more than 50 kilometers away in swampland that would
need to be reclaimed if it were to support date cultivation.”! By comparison, in
reference to the Sihan petitioner who had protested the IPC’s encroachment on the
“state land belonging to him,” the governor of Basra province, Muzaffar Ahmad,
dismissed the ta ‘ab’s complaint as a “baseless claim.” In a memo to the Finance
Ministry in Baghdad, the governor explained that the IPC had merely “rented state
lands in Sihan, with those fa‘abs who were impacted having already been
compensated.””? There was no mention of resettlement in the case of the Sihan
petitioner. It is likely that he joined the thousands of cultivators then migrating from
the date belt for Basra City amid widespread agrarian immiseration and the
breakdown of interwar rural coalitions.”?

Evident in the Basra governor’s response is an exercise of the new prerogative that
the IPC concession had inscribed in the Iraqi state as a sovereign landlord. As I noted
above, institutions like the State Lands Directorate had, in the hope of maximizing
revenue from cash crop agriculture, routinely authorized the transfer of state land
among tenant-cultivators to whom it had long since alienated proprietary rights.
Central and provincial state authorities now reoriented those same institutions to
reclaim land as they sought to make the Basra countryside serve an extractive rather
than agrarian developmental model. Although the full story of that developmental
transition lies outside the scope of this paper, it bears emphasizing that the date export
economy in Basra had entered a secular decline by the early 1950s—coinciding
precisely with the oil boom that followed the signing of a fifty-fifty profit-sharing
agreement in 1950 between the IPC and the Nuri al-Sa‘id government.” The Iraqi state
had long struggled to capture the full profits of the Basrawi date trade, given the durable
monopsony power of foreign export firms and the emergence of rival date producers in
North Africa and North America. By the 1950s, revenues from the sale of Basrawi dates
abroad fell rapidly behind revenue deriving from royalties on the sale of Basrawioilon a
world market that—while still dominated by the monopolistic international majors—
Iraqi resource nationalists had increasingly begun to challenge and reconfigure on
more equitable grounds.®> This dynamic appeared as a clear fiscal imperative to Iraqi
Finance and Agriculture Ministry officials, who generally anticipated using windfall oil

*IDistrict Executive, Abu al-Khasib, to Lands Department, Basra (1 Mar. 1953), MWB 4821, 73; cited in
Riyadh, “Abu al-Khasib,” 36.

2Provincial Governor, Basra, to Finance Ministry, Baghdad (7 July 1954), MWB 4821, 4; cited in Riyadh,
“Abu al-Khasib,” 37.

**Young, “State, Land, and Labor,” ch. 4.

**Ibid,, ch. 5.

%*Wolfe-Hunnicutt, Paranoid Style, ch. 1.
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revenues to either reclaim additional land for cultivators or import food supplies as
needed.”® However, if re-purposing agricultural land for extraction seemed an
unproblematic developmental priority for state elites in Baghdad, officials on the
Basra commodity frontier itself saw firsthand the unintended social and political
consequences of dispossession.

Reports from the annual tours that the Interior Ministry Administrative Inspector
conducted in Basra shed light on the ambiguous effects of oil development in the
countryside. The inspector Amin Khalis observed that in parts of the province
material benefits had appeared to accrue due to the growth of IPC operations. The
effects of the 1947-1948 financial crisis in Iraq, for example, were less severe for
popular classes in Basra than in other parts of Iraq because IPC investment had
allowed for greater employment opportunities.”” Moreover, by 1950 public revenues
were reportedly beginning to rise in Faw as IPC personnel constituted a new source of
consumption for local officials to tax. The local subdistrict director, ‘Isa al-Qirtas,
cited rumors that the estate on which the IPC export terminal was located was to
expand to such a degree that almost half of the town of Faw would be expropriated
and incorporated into the IPC compound. In this way, al-Qirtas expressed to
Inspector Khalis, he anticipated that local state institutions might be able to
offload the cost of electricity and water provision.”® Al-Qirtas’s speculation is a
fleeting but vivid example of the uneven appearance of oil as a “magical” substance
of development.”” For cash-strapped local administrative units like the Faw
subdistrict, it was not the grants of new, oil-funded central state agencies like the
Iraqi Development Board that promised development, but the activities of the IPC
itself.!00

On the other hand, Interior Ministry reports from Basra also betrayed the political
anxiety that oil development had provoked among some state officials, specifically in
reference to the prospect of militant worker mobilization in the oil industry.
Administrative Inspector Khalis was particularly preoccupied with the social
mixing that came with such rapid population growth. Khalis explicitly argued for
greater police presence at Faw because of the overpopulation “arising from the
construction of the Basra Petroleum Company station and numerous houses
[nearby], with people from all different provinces coming to the area in search of
work.”1! The Arabic term that Khalis used to identify the problem of overpopulation
(takaththuf al-sukkan) is revealing: while derived from a root associated with density
(e.g., population density), the term takaththuf can mean literally “condensation” and
also, more figuratively, consolidation or mixing—here the mixing of peoples. Fears of
rural deracination and general miscegenation had long occupied the political
imagination of Iraqi state officials in the borderland province of Basra, but they

%Haj, Making of Iraq, 70-75.

%7 Administrative Inspector, Basra, “al-Hala al-Iqtisadiyya wa-1-Tijariyya fi al-Basra,” (4 Dec. 1950), INLA
32050/7643, Taqarir Taftish al-Basra 1950-1952, 6.

8 Administrative Inspector, Basra, “Taftish Nahiyat al-Faw” (21 Nov. 1950), INLA 32050/7643, 38.

*Fernando Coronil, The Magical State: Nature, Money, and Modernity in Venezuela (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1997).

1%0n state development policy during the 1950s oil boom, see Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq, 3d
ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 133-34.

19T Administrative Inspector, Basra, “Taftish Mudiriyyat Nahiyat al-Faw" (13 Aug. 1952), INLA
32050/8697, Nahiyat al-Faw 1951-1952, 7.
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implied new dangers in the context of IPC development.'? Such dangers had
materialized in the communist literature that Faw police had recently discovered
circulating among workers at the IPC export terminal, many of whom were former
date cultivators. For Inspector Khalis, this development represented “a malignant
cancer that, unfortunately, is found wherever workers hailing from so many different
specimens of people are assembled, just as has happened with the other oil companies
in Kirkuk and ‘Ayn Zala (Mosul).”!%> As Faw lay just across the river border
separating Iraq from Iran, social mixing of this kind carried especially dangerous
implications for Inspector Khalis and other Interior Ministry intelligence officers.
After all, for years, the militant Iranian communist movement had been mobilizing
workers in the nearby oil refinery city of Abadan to demand democratic control over
oil resources; now, the same currents threatened to sweep into the urban masses of
Basra. Khalis’s fears turned out to be well-founded, and within a year of issuing his
report, communist oil workers in Basra City led a general strike that rocked the
national political scene. This uprising constituted the last mass mobilization to occur
in the city prior to the 1958 Revolution that ultimately toppled the monarchical
regime then in power.!%*

In the eyes of Iraqi state officials on the ground in Basra, then, the expansion of the
oil frontier appeared to be dissolving an ostensibly traditional political and social
order in the countryside. Their observations should not be taken at face value. Rural
outmigration, for example, was a general and secular phenomenon in twentieth-
century Iraq and not specific to areas of oil development. More important than the
empirical veracity of such concerns, however, is how they index the unpredictable
nature of oil as a source of state power. On the one hand, it had visibly enriched the
Iraqi central state institutions like the Finance Ministry and Iraq Development Board
that were best positioned to capture rents on oil sales. On the other hand, oil had
seemed to produce social problems that the more local branches of the state apparatus
were increasingly unable to manage. The sovereign landlord state was capable of
enacting dispossession, but not necessarily containing the effects that arose in
consequence. It is significant that Iraqi state officials saw oil catalyzing political
dangers not in the countryside itself but in the urban areas where most oil workers
congregated. Implicit in their diagnoses of social unrest on the Basra oil frontier is an
indication that hydrocarbon land grabs ultimately provoked the most social
contestation at the point of extraction rather than the point of dispossession.
Without resorting to workerist narratives of oil politics in mid-century Basra—
where ostensibly “non-economic” concerns of social inclusion and political
decolonization were frequently central to oil worker mobilizations—it is fair to
characterize these popular struggles as concerned with labor more than land as
such.!%> This was yet another legacy of how the oil encounter had politically and
legally reconstituted agrarian classes in Basra. The IPC had compelled the Iraqi state
to reduce de facto landholders to mere tenants of the sovereign landlord and on that
basis displace them from the countryside, while also ultimately transforming many of

12Young, “State, Land, and Labor,” chs. 2 and 3.

' Min shatta afanin min al-nas; see Administrative Inspector, Basra, “Taftish Mudiriyyat Nahiyat al-Faw"
(13 Aug. 1952), INLA 32050/8697, 7.

'%*Najat ‘Abd al-Sadah, al-Awda’ al-Siyasiyya fi al-Basra, 1945-1958 (Basra: Markaz Turath al-Basra,
2017), 110.

1%5Young, “State, Land, and Labor,” chs. 5 and 6.
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them into workers engaged directly in hydrocarbon extraction. Nevertheless, even as
former date cultivators encountered the IPC again as employees, the Iraqi state would
remain the immediate object of their demands (and sometimes the horizon of their
politics).

Conclusion

This article has explored just one moment in the remaking of the modern Iraqi
landlord state. Others might be considered. I have focused on Basra in the mid-
twentieth century because this setting offers a unique vantage point into the place of
the sovereign landlord in a commodity frontier reorienting from agrarian to
extractive capitalism. Regarding the history and politics of hydrocarbon extraction
in Iraq specifically, the experience of the oil-rich north in the 1930s will surely offer
distinct, equally valuable insights; as will the contemporary dynamics of oil
development in the southern governorates of Dhi Qar and Misan. Crucially, of
course, in Iraq as elsewhere dispossession has never been the hallmark of
extractive development alone. As a modality of political rule, dispossession has
featured prominently throughout the history of modern Iraq. We see it in the
property requisitions and prison labor campaigns of British colonial rule (1914—
1932); in the rural land grabs that occurred under the Hashemite monarchy (1932—
1958); in the industrial nationalizations of the republican era (1958-1968); in the
waves of ethnic cleansing undertaken by the Ba ‘thist regimes (1968—2003); and in the
militia depredations that have proliferated in the two decades since the U.S.-led
invasion.

Yet it has been my goal here to present a less parochial account of dispossession by
putting hydrocarbon extraction at the center of its application in Iraq. Too often,
accounts of oil politics in the Middle East accept at face value the notion that
extractive firms really do inhabit enclaves with little connection to the political
orders and social formations that surround them. While such a notion obviously
serves the contingent interests of oil and gas firms concerned to minimize scrutiny
and liability by downplaying their own presence in extractive frontiers, there are also
deeper epistemological dimensions. The stubborn persistence of rentier-state theory,
a kind of sector-specific intellectual edifice built atop a broader commodity fetish,
makes it difficult to apprehend oil as anything other than cash; that is, the windfall
profits that accrue solely to states and in the process ostensibly perverts them.!%° This
article has sought to turn the theory on its head by explaining how the sovereign
landlord state, a key emblem of the oriental despotism haunting much rentier-state
theory, was a necessity for rather than a consequence of rentierism. That is to say:
rather than see the despotic and autonomous petrostate as the abstract “effect” of
purportedly deviant windfall fortunes, we should understand this political form as
both preceding oil extraction and emerging concretely from the very social processes
through which an extractive regime was forged, in struggles over land and
property.'?” Considering the state powers that emerged from those struggles, it is

196 Adam Hanieh, Capitalism and Class in the Arab Gulf States (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 9-17.
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all the more ironic that their exercise in Iraq today, in places such as ‘Izz al-Din
al-Salim where this article began, is considered “state failure.”

By foregrounding the old and new powers that the Iraqi state came to wield in the
Basra oil frontier, as well as the various expectations it now bore in exercising these
powers, I have tried to avoid both romantic and instrumentalist accounts of extractive
capital. The available historical evidence from Basra does not suggest a story of
multinational oil and gas firms descending upon prelapsarian peasant communities
to abrogate collective rights and forcibly set in train capitalist relations. Instead, it
demonstrates that land had already been enclosed and commodified long before the
arrival of extractive capital, such that the Iraqi state would have to take a central role
in mediating between old and new claims to landed property. Such mediation also
changed the form of the state apparatus, which was far from unitary, as IPC officials,
landholders, and cultivators sought to exercise varying degrees of influence over one
another of its branches. Perhaps the clearest evidence against an instrumentalist
interpretation of this process is that the IPC would eventually fall victim to the same
political logic that it had helped instantiate with the assertion of Iraqi sovereign
landlordism. After all, when the nationalist regime of ‘Abd al-Karim Qasim seized
almost all of the IPC’s concessionary territory in 1961, it did so on the pretext that the
company had not productively used the land that had been leased to it. The Iraqi state
could therefore claim that it was merely reclaiming its property, rather than
nationalizing company assets or abrogating the concession agreement. Of course,
for landholders on the extractive frontier, the long march toward nationalization did
not mean a restoration of their own property rights. Dispossession would continue
under a different guise, now on behalf of a state-owned oil company that may have
appeared no less alien than the foreign firms that came before it.
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