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Abstract

After Britain’s domination of Mesopotamia at the end of World War I, it continually
faced challenges from the Shiites. Guided by their clerics, the Shiites posed a serious
obstacle to the realization of British objectives. The British government, using
skilled and experienced agents, sought to understand and control this group. Among
these agents was Miss Gertrude Margaret Lowthian Bell, who, in addition to her
knowledge of Arab lands and their inhabitants, was also aware of the power and
influence of the Shiites and their religious leaders within Islamic societies.

The main focus of this research is to examine the thoughts and actions of
Gertrude Bell as a key British agent in Mesopotamia in confronting this challenge.
In this article, which has been written using a descriptive-analytical method, not
only have library sources been utilized, but Bell’s personal letters-considered a
valuable collection of historical documents left by this agent-have also been
employed. Furthermore, the authors have drawn upon Bell’s confidential reports,
which she wrote at that historical juncture for officials in London, in order to
explain, through the available data, Bell’s measures in neutralizing Shiite activities
against Britain.

The research findings indicate that Bell, as a knowledgeable and skilled agent,
included a wide range of overt and covert actions in her agenda to thwart the Shiites.
These measures included identifying Shiite-populated areas, conversing with Sunnis
to gain insight into the Shiites, attempting to establish connections with the middle
tier of Shiite clerics, advising British officials on how to deal with the Shiites, and
opposing the placement of Shiites at the top of the power hierarchy.
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Introduction

With the outbreak of World War I, the British military presence in Mesopotamia
was perceived as the domination of infidels over Islamic lands (Sadeqi Tehrani, n.d.,
p. 5). The Shi‘a, benefiting from the authority of the supreme religious leadership,
financial independence, and a quasi-party organizational structure, emerged as a
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distinct political community and a potential state (Emam Jom‘ehzadeh et al., 2012:
6-155).

Britain, on the other hand, sought to exert power in Mesopotamia through its
agents. One of the most prominent figures was Gertrude Lothian Bell, who played
an active role in the region from the beginning of the war. Due to her relative
familiarity with local affairs, she was able to cover part of Britain’s broader strategy
to secure this strategic territory.

Methodology
This study, based on library sources and Bell’s correspondence, examines her role in
neutralizing the anti-colonial activities of the Shi‘a.

Discussion and Resalts

Following the conquest of Baghdad, an agreement was reached with representatives
of the holy cities of Karbala and Najaf, stipulating that the administration of these
cities, due to their sanctity, would remain under the supervision of their local leaders
(Cox & Dobbs, 1951: 26). However, shortly afterward, British officials, seeking to
expand and consolidate their authority in Shi‘a-dominated areas, appointed political
governors (Al-Rahimi, 2001: 166). Bell subsequently undertook field visits to the
region. These reconnaissance missions resulted in a clearer understanding of the
area's geography and provided political and social insights for the British military.

Bell’s hostility toward Shi‘a clerics was so intense that she declared: “They are a
small band of hellish rebels who have always been a source of trouble for Britain,
but they hide behind the sanctity of their city”” (Bell, Letters, 28 March 1918).

One of the most significant events in Mesopotamian history was the 1920
nationalist and anti-colonial uprising, known as the Thawrat al-*Ashrin. This revolt
was led by Shi‘a scholars. As a member of the intelligence apparatus, Bell, upon
learning of Shi‘a mobilization, ostensibly took a holiday to visit tribal leaders and
communities outside Baghdad, but in reality sought information and a general
assessment of developments. She traveled to Shi‘a regions and met with prominent
Sunnis in Najaf. Following this field visit, she sent a confidential report to officials
in India (Bell, Letters, 4 January 1920).

In February, under the pretext of inspecting irrigation canals and farms, she
visited the Middle Euphrates and met with major tribal leaders, speaking about
Britain’s contributions to improving the water supply (Bell, Letters, 14 February
1920). One of the revolutionary initiatives was the call for rapprochement between
sects (Al-Wardi, 2011, vol. 2: 441). Bell’s response was to organize weekly
gatherings for nationalist youth. In a letter to her father she wrote: “I have begun
weekly parties for nationalist youth in my garden” (Bell, Letters, 16 March 1920).

With Cox’s measures and the eventual suppression of the uprising, Bell became
the official responsible for determining the number of weapons to be collected from
the tribes (Bell, Letters, 12—14 September 1920).

Following the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, many individuals claimed
authority and aspired to the throne of Mesopotamia. Bell conducted field research to
understand popular opinion, engaging with diverse social groups and attending
various gatherings. She spent hours discussing the future king with notable figures.
In her view, the Shi‘a had not participated in administrative affairs under the
Ottomans and lacked experience in governance. Moreover, she considered Shi‘a
leaders to be of Iranian origin, citing their nationality as the reason for excluding
them from kingship (Bell, Letters, 7 November 1920). She also believed that despite
the numerical minority of Sunnis, ultimate authority should rest with them (Bell,
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Letters, 3 October 1920). Consequently, she opposed the candidacy of Khaz‘al,
arguing that his Shi‘a identity and lack of acceptance in Sunni regions disqualified
him (21 April 1921).

Conclusion
Bell’s acquaintance with the Shi‘a spanned more than three decades. She
consistently sought to diminish the influence of the clerical leadership. Her measures
included:
e Mapping Shi‘a geographical domains and preparing charts for military
authorities
Employing divide-and-rule tactics to undermine rapprochement movements
Determining the number of weapons to be confiscated from tribes involved in
the uprising
e Opposing the ascension of a Shi‘a monarch in Mesopotamia
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